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SURVIVAL OF THE KINDEST: 

Cormac Russell - Decentering the Professional, 
Recentering the Citizen

‘A GIFT IS NOT A GIFT UNTIL IT IS GIVEN' 

This week Julian talks with Cormac Russell, student 
and expert practitioner at the same time of Asset 
Based Community Development (ABCD) and 
founder of Nurture Development. Cormac grew up 
in rural Ireland, embedded in the warmth of his 
community. He studied psychology and philosophy 
to doctoral level, working in the field of child 
psychology. His ambition to do what is helpful to his 
fellow citizen, combined with clear insight into what 
he was doing, led him to believe that institutions 
were not the way to best help the children contained 
within them. 

As Cormac quotes ‘it takes a village to raise a child’. Children are in need of 
security, physical and emotional nourishment and a sense of belonging, much of which is 
best provided by communities. He researched different initiatives that might help develop 
this approach and when he came across the work of John McKnight he instantly 
recognised that this provided exactly what he was looking for. 

Cormac spent the next few years communicating with, learning from and 
implementing the work of ABCD, initially within child psychology. But he knew his time was 
up and that ABCD had so entranced him, he started Nurture Development to spread it 
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more widely. Over the last 20 years, he has travelled the globe supporting communities 
and professional organisations, whether this be healthcare, social care, political bodies 
and others, to start using community development. 

The starting point of this, as Cormac says, is to find out what is strong, not what is 
wrong. It is also to discover the gifts we all have that can benefit our community. And a gift 
is not a gift without a receiver, so we had better work out how we can give this gift and who 
it might benefit from it. Communities are built from there. Cormac’s latest book, Rekindling 
Democracy: the professional’s guide to working in citizen space’, highlights the journey for 
professionals and community members alike on how to become community builders rather 
than community disablers. Nurture Development now have a training platform, The 
Community Renewal Centre, for anyone who is interested and willing to dip their toes into 
the world of Asset Based Community Development 

Things mentioned on the episode:

Cormac Russel - Rekindling Democracy
Cormac Russell Twitter
Centre for Community Renewal

Asset Based Community Development
Angela’s Ashes
John McKnight Building Communities From the Inside Out
Peter Macfadyen Flatpack Democracy
Blog about Pokot

Holly Prince episode of SotK
Parker Palmer
Peter Block
Jody Kretzmann 
Tom Dewar

The Littlest Hobo
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Speakers: Dr Julian Abel

Cormac Russell

Intro  00:04
Welcome to Survival of the Kindest. Each week, your host, Dr. Julian Abel talks to his 
guests about their life, their work, and the role that the presence and absence of 
compassion has played. Join in the conversation by emailing us at 
compassion.pod@gmail.com on Twitter or Instagram at sotk_pod.

Julian  00:37

On this week's Survival of the Kindest podcast, I'm delighted to welcome my friend and 
fellow traveler Cormac Russell. Cormac was brought up in the heart of rural Ireland, and 
went on to study psychology, in particular the treatment of children with mental health 
problems. He recognised the limitation of service delivery and turned to community 
development as a way of integrating children into the place they needed most, which is 
the heart of the community. He was influenced by the work of John McKnight and went 
on to become an expert in Asset Based Community Development. His expertise is such 
that he's traveled all over the world and is proof that community development works 
everywhere. I hope you enjoy the conversation as much as I did, and appreciate the 
simplicity and wisdom of Cormac's profound messages. 


	 Welcome Cormac to Survival of the Kindest podcast. So would you like just to 
introduce yourself and tell us something about your bank background, where you were 
brought up and how you arrived at where you are now?


Cormac 01:58

Sure, sure. I'm a child of Limerick city. So that's where that's where I have to make the 
distinction between being raised and growing up. So I think I'm still growing up. But I was 
raised in Limerick, in the rural parts of Limerick a place called Patrick's well, which is 
about 16 miles outside the city. Some of your listeners, I guess, would know Limerick but 
many won't. But lots of people do know about the movie or the book, Angela's Ashes, 
Frank McCourt's book. And that's actually about the city of Limerick in a time, well I 
suppose the before the so called slum clearance happened. So there's a huge amount of 
poverty and trauma in the city. And still, it lingers. My mother, my adopted mother, 
actually, so I was adopted into Limerick. 
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	 And I spent the first year and a half of my life in an orphanage, run by St. Patrick's 
Guild, and then was adopted. So I was ill as a child so the adoption took quite some time. 
And in those days, you your name was changed, so is it I mean, I say this, for no other 
reason, than it's my story, but it's also quite interesting, because very, very early on, you 
see, there's this dynamic in my life around the institutional world, the immediate family, 
and then the village, if you like, adopting me, and it's very, very interesting to kind of go 
back and understand just how Catholic Ireland was so oppressive to young girls who 
became pregnant. And you know, how unsupportive and how really quite brutal in a lot of 
ways they were, you know, out of sheer fear. I mean, so much of the oppression of the 
Catholic Church, particularly around women and their bodies and so on, you know, it was 
it was a ruled by fear and shame. 


	 So that's a very big part of my story. And I think it very much is with me 
consciously now, because of the personal work I've done, around what is that relationship 
between the institutional worlds, the community worlds, and the individual, myself, my 
story. So a lot of this work, I think, you know, and it must be true for for anybody that you 
talk to, is autobiographical, you know, you don't get community development or 
compassion or ABCD. It gets you as well. Ideally, if we're not just talking about stuff 
notionally, but we're not talking about stuff in real terms. 


	 So as I grew up, there was that kind of sense of being between different things, 
being between where I might have grown up the neighbourhood, the village, I might have 
grown up and being also in a village and in a community in a family, which I was adopted 
into. That's a really interesting idea. Of being adopted into somewhere being chosen into 
somewhere, you know. And so my childhood was rural. So that meant largely living away 
from the urban, the big city, farm life. And I suppose a love of land was one of the things I 
took from that. And understanding that the land farm you much more so than you farm 
the land. 


Julian  05:27

That's a lovely phrase. 


Cormac 05:29

If you're sensible about it. And an appreciation for small things, you know, a worm, a 
worm turns six tons of soil a month. 


Julian  05:40
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Wow. 


Cormac 05:41

So you begin to kind of, just the incredible smallest, but in a vast amount of productivity 
with no boasting at all. So you just begin to appreciate things like that the apple tree, the 
abundance of the apple tree, the apple tree discriminates against nobody, the apple tree 
gives with no expectation of return. So the connection to nature was really important. And 
I think because we were quite isolated in rural in the like rural also can mean, not 
proximate, you know, so you can be, as you know, from where you live, you can be miles 
and miles away from other people, but yet have a sense of community, you know, so in 
the Irish context, for example, that would just be key. 


	 And this is where ritual in annual sense are key moments in the year, like the 
bringing in of the harvest is critical. And one of the things we we'd only had a very small 
plot of land, but you would know all the farmers and help out during the summer. And one 
of the things I would do every year, from, I think, the age of nine, or 10, was my father 
gave me an acre of land. And I organised to have the hay caught. And I sold that, and that 
was my pocket money for the year, but with supplements, but pocket money wasn't done 
in those days, you know, so this was a big deal, you know, and you could, you could get 
100 /200 punts as it was at the time, you know, and that was big money for a 10 year old, 
you know, that went into the bank accounts. And that was there, so very, very early on as 
well, I learned about this idea of keeping your hand in the soil, and being productive, 
doing something that makes you productive, and give you a sense of, I'm a maker, I'm a 
creator of something.


Julian  07:34

And I'm interested to hear that about your story of being adopted, and because there, 
clearly are always attachment issues that go with that. But it sounds like that the sense of 
belonging to a community helped an awful lot in in you feeling like you're a valued person.


Cormac 07:59

It did. I mean, you know, I would say that life doesn't split into black and white. So there 
was a huge amount of difficulty and trauma. Growing up, my mother really couldn't 
accept that she didn't, she couldn't have children naturally, for example. So there was a 
lot of that, dealing with that dynamic, and the drama triangle and all of that, that's part of 
it. But there was something about I mean, my great learning for that is, if it was left to my 
parents to raise me, I would be a lot more traumatised than I am. And thankfully, I've had 
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the the wisdom to go and kind of, you know, work through that. But they didn't raise me 
on their own, there was a village around me, and that had a mitigating effect. So I 
wouldn't say my childhood was idyllic at all, there was a hell of a lot of problems, and a 
hell of a lot of cash. But you know what, I think that's actually probably a truer version of 
most people's stories anyway. But I think it's a crushing responsibility to say to people, 
now your, your union is going to produce X number of children, and you've got to do the 
rearing of those children on your own. For most people, that's not going to work out 
terribly well. So you know, it's the idea of it takes a village to raise a child.


Julian  09:20

Which is completely true. And it's something we hear again and again and again. And I 
know that, you know, your work has been based on that in a way that single principle is 
about what we do together that makes a difference. And so where so where next for you? 
So you went school, had your education.


Cormac  09:41

Yeah, so I Well, I went to school had my education. At the very early stage, I thought, you 
know, it's funny in the Irish context, in the in the 80s. There were a couple of Givens I 
would say. One was that there would never be peace on the island of Ireland, so that 
Northern Ireland or the north of Ireland, it's important to say both because different 
people will feel one is more alienating or Imperial than the other or less. But that was 
given, you know, that would never be peace, that the troubles would always be with us. 


	 And the second was that you were being educated for the boat or the plane, you 
so you were being educated to leave, that there would be no economic viability in Ireland 
of that time. And I suppose the third thing that was kind of more personal to me really, it 
was, I had, by probably the age of 14, this deep sense of I wanted to do something that 
was going to really make a difference in other people's lives. So I did, you know, being 
being raised and educated, I suppose, in the Catholic tradition, one might call that a 
calling, or a sense of vocation.


	  So I had a sense of calling now I confused that with thinking that I wanted to 
become an ordained priest, by about the age of, you know, 15, I thought that was 
something I'd like to do. And I tried it out. So I joined a religious order called the 
Redemptorists. And, and the thing that really attracted me there, I have to be quite honest 
with you was the fact that they were working in Brazil, and they were working in the 
Philippines and I was really interested in the social justice part of what they were doing. 
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So the other stuff really kind of very quickly fell off the side of the wagon and, but that 
remained an interest. 


	 And I, you know, growing up in rural Ireland, I didn't know about psychotherapy 
and social work and all of this stuff. Now, that just seems so commonplace. And so I 
thought, if you wanted to be a helper, and you wanted to make a difference where you 
became a priest, so in that narrow kind of sense of things, you know, I do, and and what I 
have to say, and I'll be eternally grateful to the Redemptorist order for this couple of 
things happened, which were quite foundational on, you know, on arriving, if you like, into 
what would you call it, I suppose, pre-novitiate life. 


	 One of the things they said is, you're not here to become a priest, you're here to 
discern your vocation in life. And it might be that you become a priest. But actually, 
statistics are very, very much not in favour of that happening. So we see how it flies, you 
know, see how it goes. So that was one thing a few days later, I met a retired missionary, I 
suppose you describe him. So he had come back from, you know, spending, essentially 
all his adult life in the Philippines, or sorry, excuse me, Brazil and the Philippines. So he 
had done a stint in both. And, and he's, he's sort of glib comment over his glasses was, 
you know, you do realise that there's kind of a triage system here, you know, he says, the 
best of us die young. And the good ones leave if they have any sense. And the rest of us 
are here, including me, you know, young, impressionable, a guy. So it was a wonderful 
sobering dose of cold water, you know, and it's kind of going get rid of your romantic 
notions and get really or, you know, accept the world as it is, and pay attention. 


	 And I love that because I think the indigenous wisdom, the indigeneity, the elders 
teach us that your challenge in life is to discover your geni and your geni is from North 
Africa, where we take the word genius, from means your gift, but it's not yours as a 
property, it's not yours to hold, it's your gift, which you must, if it's going to be useful to 
you and and others, it must circulate within a community. So a gift is not a gift until it's 
given, which can't know it's a gift until you discover it, and then it has to be received for 
you to be fully human, and indeed, for the community to be fully community and that's 
part of the challenge.

	 

	 I think that's what they were saying, you know, discover what it is you're about, 
what it is you want to contribute. And then find a community, it may be this community, it 
may be a religious community, that's almost a proxy, could be any community. It could be 
a community passionate about permaculture, it could be a community of, you know, a 
small family and a number of neighbours, it almost doesn't really matter. So it's back to 
this kind of idea of get embodied, pay attention, see what you're about, see if it's a fit, if it 
is great, or not? Well, that's part of the passage. And I thought that was incredibly 
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generous, you know, so there was, there was no sense of transaction, or being used by 
anybody actually in the relationship. And I after two and a half years I thought, you know, I 
met somebody, my first wife, and the vocation took that direction and and that was great 
for a stint and for a period. 


	 Now, at that stage, the other thing I would thank the redemptorists for is they 
taught me a number of things that I would have never learned in any standard kind of 
educational environment, even though I did study philosophy and psychology. So we had 
this kind of gruelling regime, because the redemptorists rules, they kind of see 
themselves as missionary Jesuits. So there's a very, very significant focus on rigour and 
academic knowledge. And the whole idea is that you apply that, but what you do in 
practice must be grounded in robust understanding, you know, so, which was fantastic. 


	 And the other thing they taught me was how to hold public voice. This was a huge 
to hold, not an authoritative voice, but a public voice that was authentic, and safe. You 
know, so creative spaces. So I learned a huge amount during that period, after leaving in 
whatever the early 90s, I spent some time then working for the health board, as it was at 
the time in Ireland, it's the HSE now, health services executive, and really probably, 
certainly not experienced enough, possibly not properly qualified, but taking my 
psychology and postdoctoral stuff into, interestingly enough, working with kids who had 
been in large residential institutions, religious institutions. And beginning at that time, it's a 
fascinating part of my life, where I was working with a number of multidisciplinary teams, 
you know, what was the alternative to these religious institutions? And I suppose, 
transitioning into what we would now call in hindsight, community care. And, and very 
early on, Julian, realising, we were making an absolute dog's dinner of what we were 
doing.


Julian  17:10

So, so, having, it's just a great, it's a great story, you're saying about growing up with this 
sense of community and belonging, and, you know, the the lovely story about what you 
learn from the Redemptorists, and really great things in there. And then you enter the 
world of psychology and children, and you realise that there's this vital component that, 
you know, is really important is missing from the most vital component. So what's next for 
you?


Cormac 17:46

Well, I was, again, very blessed, in a lot of ways, very lucky. I mean, what I think 
happened next, certainly my journey became more humanistic, and less religious in the 

8



kind of formal Catholic sense, so very ecumenical maybe. I really got a sense that working 
with these kids, what they were yearning for were the relationships with people who 
weren't paid to care for them. And that that was the one thing we didn't really know, we 
weren't set up to do anything about, so we were set up to deal with things in quite a 
therapeutic, interdependent kind of caring way. And I think all of the staff that were 
involved were, you know, without maybe with very rare exception, good people, you 
know, and those that weren't were traumatised, it wasn't their fault. 


	 So I think it became clear to me that we needed at that time to do something about 
what we call the community problem. We, in fairness to us, as a team, I think, checked 
our assumptions and said, Yeah, look, our whole paradigm is therapeutic, and 
individualistic. And that's okay. And so far as it goes, but it's, it's like a three legged stool, 
there's a there's, there's a leg missing. So it's not about saying these are bad things but 
in isolation of a community experience, especially for kids, whose families have been 
split, or have been schisms or, you know, it's really, really critical. And I suppose I knew 
that viscerally. I didn't have the conceptual framework really, if truth be told, to be able to 
articulate, but I knew viscerally that this was an important thing to do. And I was very 
fortunate actually to have line managers who entertained my, if you like, my intuition, and 
said, Well, okay, well, let's let's have a look around, are there any examples of real 
community care? You know, because I remember saying in a meeting one day it's ironic 
we call what we do community care, but I would say the two things that are missing from 
what we do our community and care.


	 So so that was a bit of a mic drop, actually, and you know, people want, you know, 
and certainly in residential care, the movement, the churn of staff is phenomenal. It could 
be anything, you know, it's on average, between six months to two and a half years, the 
survival rate is five years before burnout. This is not a stable place for children to grow up. 
And, you know, and you have to mitigate that, I think, as best as you can. And we really 
could not find anything that we felt was safe and balanced in the community paradigm. 


	 We talked with a lot of people who had community in their job title in Canada and 
Australia, in Ireland. So you know, it was interesting in the early 90s, Julian going and 
speaking to people who did community development, and what we discovered was that 
largely, they were working in the therapeutic domain. All they were doing was taking 
individuals who were isolated, marginalised, and they were essentially forming peer 
groups, and advocacy groups. So it became really clear that, you know, what we were 
calling the community question was about place, as well as people, and that what they 
were doing was they were more on the domain of advocating for people who were the 
consumers of services. 
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	 But when we said, Yeah, but we've got five kids in a house in a neighbourhood, the 
neighbourhood, people are really ticked off, that an institution has bought some property 
and hasn't really done a good job consulting them. What are the ways that we could 
resolve that? Like, should we employ a community development worker? 


Julian  21:44

Yeah. 


Cormac  21:45

We just got glazed expressions back at us. And then we found the work of John 
McKnight. He just was somebody who was working on our question, it was as simple as 
that. The book had just been written Building Communities from Inside Out. It just 
resonated, you know, what they were saying was what we were looking to find out. So we 
were blessed in it. The hardest thing of the world is finding the question, you know, 
people are constantly pursuing answers to questions they don't know yet. So we knew 
our question. And I think that's why we, we were able to say no, what these folks are 
doing is great, but it's not what we're looking for. And what this gentleman and his cohort 
of colleagues were doing, was really building neighbourhoods. That's what we needed to 
understand. So I became enthralled by the simplicity and the practicality and very quickly 
began to realise that a lot of what he was doing and advocating was precisely what we 
would have done in Patrick's Well, the mutuality, the connectedness, the um ... I talk 
about it in today's blog, one of the things I learned, you know, through being a member of 
the GAA hurling teams, or whatever, was you learned how to think about your opinions, 
rather than think with them. And the problem I think a lot today is, is you get lots of 
people who are quite isolated, and are thinking with their opinions and their weaponising 
them. It's called polarisation. But, you know, it really became to me so obvious that if we 
took on a community building role and actually started thinking about ourselves as 
neighbours in this neighbourhood, and really start building those relationships and work 
through some of the tricky stuff, you know, and listen to people's opinions about where 
you know, this residential home could become a centre for people using drugs. Well 
you're the health executive of course you can bring in a new cohort to of people, and 
hearing people's doubts, and still being with them.


Julian  23:59

Last week's guest was Peter Macfadyen from Flatpack Democracy. And interestingly, he 
said that they don't, they never had a manifesto. What they had were ways of working so 
that they could accommodate the different people's views. They encourage different 
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views, but they were stuck to being respectful to each other. And if the group, whichever 
group that was, decided on a particular opinion, you had to leave your your particular 
strategy, you leave your own beliefs behind, and go with the group having gone through 
the process of, of listening properly. And I guess that's what you're saying is that this is 
about, it's not about dominating a group because you think your idea is best. It's about 
listening to the diverse ideas, so that you can come up between you with the best 
outcome and accepting that as a way of going forward. 


Cormac  24:59

Exactly. Exactly. I think one of the learnings and, I think it it's difficult isn't? One of the 
most fundamental isolationist or individualistic things we can do in life is to become overly 
connected with a thought, and and think that we are right. You can never truly know that 
you're right, until you entertain the possibility you could be wrong. And, you know, and it's 
interesting... Well, look, I mean, for example, in the States and we're thinking a lot with 
colleagues about this, you know, that that classic joke that you've created God in your 
own image and likeness when he or she hates the same people as you. That's not 
community. That's a bastion against community, right? 


	 So people who are isolated, it's like, the idea that the body politic needs a brain, 
and the brain has the Civic form. And the Civic form is the space that says, actually bring 
your thoughts, they will be valued, they will be respected, but will also create a space 
within which we invite you to consider the alternative, that you, in fact, could be wrong. 
And the other thing that my father would have thought me is, is that a thought is not a real 
thing. People and land are real. So if ever, there's a competition between your thoughts 
and a person, make sure the person wins, because they're real. There'll be there after. 
And I thought that was a lovely life lesson, you know? And so yeah, and it sounds like 
Peter's onto something there in terms of creating that civic forum, because it's the Civic 
forum, that becomes the tether against extremism, that begins to become the antidote to 
polarisation. 


Julian  26:52

Yeah, I totally agree. And and I think one of the unique things about, you know, what 
developed in Frome, and what many other places are doing now is that they looked at 
politics as really ways of working. And that's the ways in which you have a conversation 
with the community, and that you build those communication channels. So you don't 
decide what your policy is because you don't know what's most important to the 
community, there for you go into the community, and build bridges and partnerships and 
relationships. And that community will then come up with what it thinks is needed. 
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	 Flatpack democracy, and independents for Frome started at the time of the 2008 
financial crisis, and they knew that austerity was coming. And they knew that diverting 
public funding into stuff that was going on in Frome wasn't going to work. And so they 
relied on the community to come up with what was needed and the ideas and they 
helped develop the capacity of the community to be able to apply for grants, set up 
associations, etc, etc. And, of course, there was abundance, which included monetary 
abundance. And it's funny that the essence of it is about the quality of the relationship 
and the communication.


Cormac  28:20

Yeah, it's very interesting, when somebody says to me, not just Hey Cormac, I'm going to 
define you not as a client of the service system, but as your own man, as a powerful 
person with gifts. Well, that's one way of thinking about it. And I can go on a personal, 
your personal development journey, I can do mindfulness, I can do all of these things, and 
become a rounded person through therapy, heart alignment, you know, yoga, etc, all 
fabulous, but still remain disconnected. So I could be a personally rounded person to a 
point. But until I actually see myself as a citizen, aligned with other citizens, and actually 
recognise that there's work for us to do collectively, which has a relationship to the 
economy to the planet, there will always be an needling sense of something's not quite 
there yet. There's something missing.


	 So it's interesting, I often speak with my friends, who are deep in the Buddhist 
tradition. And my understanding of Buddhism is not just about internal enlightenment, it 
does, you know, that happiness doesn't just come from inside out. It also comes from 
between, it comes from the connection from being able to actually get beyond personal 
development, to saying I'm here to contribute to the well being of something beyond me. 
And, and I think that's really, really important. And what better place to learn that than in 
your neighbourhood. In your village. 


Julian  29:53

Exactly. We have an ongoing conversation on the podcast about categorising people by 
roles so it might be volunteer, it might be carer. Every time you do that you categorise and 
box people in as like if you like you place them in the forest. And and Holly Prince who's a 
First Nations palliative care researcher from Canada, she expressed it beautifully. She said 
that they they have their communities, our kinship communities and the kinship is with 
not just your family members, but the people, the animals, the air that they breathe, the 
ground that you walk on, the plants that you eat, and, and where every single member of 
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that kinship community has a valuable part to play. And that if you think about, you know, 
going back to the business, you know, from my background in palliative care, oh, you 
have carers. No, you don't have carers, you have a kinship community, where the people 
in that community love and care for each other. And that the person with the illness has 
as much value as any other person. And it's a, it's about shifting from that independence 
into interdependence, recognising that we're all part of each other, somehow.


Cormac  31:09

And that the illness is itself a contribution. Because a suffering is what calls us into 
community. And one of the biggest reasons we form communities is because as human 
beings we suffer. And we find a way of being in the world, with the fact that we have a 
terminal condition, it's called life, we will die. By, you know, figuring out how to be better 
at being human together. That's that's the nature of Parker Palmer says that violence is 
what we do with our suffering when we don't know what else to do. I think it is what we 
do with our suffering when we know, and we listen to what it is we know, you know?


	 I as you probably know, I do a lot of work with First Nation elders and wisdom 
holders in New Brunswick. And I've had the pleasure of learning alongside the chiefs of 
the three nations in New Brunswick, and the Grand Chief. And one of my most humbling 
experiences, was listening to them describing the dramatic impacts of being taken off 
country, being taken off land, and being put in reservations and then being put in 
industrial schools. And as adults emerging out of that experience of institutionalisation, 
trying to come back into the community way. To a land that is different to the one you 
knew. 


	 And, and, and listening to them you hear a number of things. So one of the things 
that continues to come across not just from them, but Sasha Wolf, who I work with, who 
is a first nation leader in her own right, and she, she's working with First Nations 
education, and listening to Sasha and listening to the chiefs, she began to say, in my at 
least in my mind she began to say, there's this incredible wisdom, you know. So they 
greet life with that principle of all my relations. And at the same time, they have an 
incredible sadness. Like there's a cultural trauma, Which reminds me, of my whiteness, 
and my white fragility, and that I come from a colonial class that did them over, you know, 
and, and performed huge violence to their culture, and to their community, you know. And 
so, that sense of their story is a story of trying to push against the culture killers, to stand 
for, and advocate for, and live into their culture, while also living through, and with, and 
hopefully working through the trauma. And it's a culture, I just really feel this strongly I 
have a friend in Australia who talks a lot about this, David Clark, Professor David Clark, 
who has done a lot of work on this, saying, when we're trauma conscious, we can't just 
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put that into an individualistic, or, you know, a medical idiom, we've got to understand it 
culturally, anthropologically, that one does trauma to a culture, to a way of life, destroys 
languages.


	 So we know today for example, by time you and I leave our time on this planet 
3000 languages will will not be with us anymore. So in the next 20 or 30 years, those 
cultures will be extinct, the language will be gone. So, as well as seeing extinction. In you 
know, the flora and fauna. We're seeing cultural extinction. And one of the things I think a 
compassion call us to is to pay a lot of attention to that as well. So I think we're putting a 
lot of attention into therapeutically addressing trauma for individuals, but not so much into 
addressing the cultural trauma. And I think that's an important feature of conversations 
now that are emerging.


Julian  35:14

The huge irony of this is that if we look at those cultural traditions in the Aboriginal 
community, so you know, or First Nation communities, however, indigenous communities 
that they contain the stuff that we're missing, and, you know, for the last 200 years, at 
least, we have been committing cultural atrocities, because they have something that we 
don't have. And yet now we're having to try and find it. And we're having to create it, you 
know?


Cormac  35:48

Yeah. And, and, you know, a lot of ways like you look at what's happening at the moment 
in the States, I mean, 73 million people voted for Donald Trump. So white supremacy is a 
feature, racism is an issue, right? There's some real issues here, you know, about that 
atrocity. And how we begin to come face to face with that and do something useful about 
it, we won't get, we won't get this sorted out through shame. But we need to find ways of 
talking about these issues, and beginning to move into creating the space to listen to the 
wisdom, the indigenous wisdom. And some of that some of that may be about, you know, 
it feels like it's in the space of reconciliation, and in the space of moving past the othering, 
you know, and scapegoating.


Julian  36:41

Yeah, definitely. So, so, I know, we're going to continue this thread, but let's go back to 
you came in contact with John McKnight, and what did you do next?
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Cormac  36:53

I suppose when I came to understand the great power of community building, as a way, 
you know, a leadership way, a practical way, of showing up in the world, it became more 
and more difficult to retrofit that into my role, and even my training. So I suppose in 
practice, what began to happen was, we opened up some doors and windows in how we 
actually did community care in Ireland, but they were very, very narrow. And I got tired of 
trying to climb through the gap. And so I decided that it was best to leave, and begin to 
kind of just create a little space for myself to do what I wanted to do. So I mean, I'm short 
circuiting and lots of too-ing and fro-ing in between, but 1996, I set up a social enterprise 
called Nurture Development, which was really dedicated to animating communities and 
supporting professionals to work in citizen space, to work more effectively in citizen 
space. So that has been since then, my life's work reading.


Julian  38:07

How did you become educated in this approach?


Cormac 38:11

Well, I suppose in practice, my first encounter, if you like, with doing it was being 
mentored from a distance with John saying, you know, reaching out to him and saying, 
we think that what you do is what we want to do, but we've never done it before. How 
might we, you know, benefit from your wisdom? I suppose, for want of a better way of 
putting it. So the relationship began to form, you know, quite early in the 90s. And so it 
was a practical mentoring relationship, in that sense, from a distance, and then John 
would come over, I would travel, but between, I suppose 93 to 2000 was a long induction 
period, a lot of practical doing it, but then also, you know, shifting academically. So it was 
kind of slightly embarrassing in one way although I don't feel embarrassed anymore, but I 
used to, having done two degrees and a post doctorate and kind of thinking sugar, I've 
gone and done the completely wrong courses and wrong disciplines, but really beginning 
to realise that the anthropological and the sociological lens, was the critical one. 


	 Now, interestingly, there's that over time, in my own academic, or lets even not call 
it academic, my own conceptual framework, I really find it hard now, to see much of a 
difference between the sociological and the psychological, whatever. That they're all just 
entry points into, you know, any given set of understanding, their tools, their lenses, but in 
any case, you know... So I would have, you know, done a lot of the more practical 
postdoctoral stuff and whatnot, but really trying to get embedded in it, and that's about 
doing, you know, so a huge amount of work which as you know, I write about a lot. Which 
has taken me all over the world over the course of the last whatever it is no 20 odd years. 
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	 I can talk a little bit more about that. But I think that's where the learning happens 
really, you know, so, I mean learning from John and learning from Peter Block learning 
from Jody Kretzmann, Tom Dewar, other people, learning from most importantly, women 
and women of colour, particularly in neighbourhoods, I think that's where the real 
education happened, quite frankly. And that mostly happened outside of Ireland. So 
getting out of my small little world really and beginning to learn, learn from that I write 
about this in this week's blog learning in the Rift Valley from West Pokot, Turkana, elders 
and warriors and mamas about what it is to live a life where the cow is sacred. And where 
your boy at the age of seven or eight has handed a decommissioned Kalashnikov rifle. 
And that's what their life is, you know. 

	 

	 Or in Belfast, or, you know, the wonderful learning in Chicago and places that, 
sadly, far too many of our children end up being shot in, but also places where like in the 
west side of Chicago, they've created their own Westside Health Authority that's run 
completely by community. So these stories are never single stories, they're never stories 
that are bankrupt of possibility. They're always full of abundance in that sense. So that's 
where the learning happens at the feet of citizens.


Julian  41:33

Yeah, absolutely. And so one of the things that we should talk about is how the 
applicability of what you're talking about is present all over the world. And, and that's a 
question I often get asked is, you know, oh it's all very well, in your context, but what 
about elsewhere? And so I have to say, well, that, you know, community development 
happens all over the world. So, before we get there, can you just go through the, the, 
what you see the major pillars are of asset based community development, if somebody's 
trying to get their head around? What this means? How would you describe it? 


Cormac  42:18

So I think there's two ways that you could actually think about it. One is from through, if 
you like, the eyes of a citizen, a local person living in a neighbourhood. And if they were to 
say, you know, Julian and Cormac, I live in this place, what is it that I might do in this 
place to have a satisfying life? And we might say, Well, the first thing you need to know is 
that you probably are better off showing up as a contributor, rather than a receiver in this 
place.


 	 So figuring out what you want to give, so a good place to start might be  what do 
you know? What knowledge have you got that you could share for free? I mean, you can 
go to work and get paid, but you know, in in this neighbourhood, what would you like to 
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share in terms of your your skills? Do you have gifts? That, you know, just are you 
naturally empathetic? For example? What are your passions? What do you actually care 
about? You know, and so be good to be clear on those. And then it would be good to get 
nosy and curious about where those gifts might be received. So there are associations, 
for example. 


	 So you know, now what I'm mapping out for you, is the gifts of the individual. And 
then we go and you say, okay, so maybe you're a singer, beautiful, we hear you every 
morning singing in the shower, you know, that's wonderful, you clearly have a gift. But 
you know, we've got a choir. And I don't know if you've heard it recently, but it's awful 
beats you can't do with them. So that's a compelling call, by the way, I didn't say can be 
a volunteer. And I don't care whether you believe in God or not. It's your voice. I'm after, 
you know. 


	 And so that's the second thought, right? That in this neighbourhood, if you want to 
have a satisfying life, your gift will be amplified and multiplied in association with your 
neighbours in a way that it never will be at work, doesn't mean that work can't be a great 
place. You can't have friends, it's not an either or, but it will be different. 


	 So then also, you might want to maybe think about the place itself, that the built 
and natural environment are full of all kinds of hidden possibilities, you know, from 
growing foods, to creating beauty to programming, you know, some space to do some 
fun things every year. So thinking about the built and natural environment is wonderful. 


	 And you might want to get curious about the stories. The space is full of heritage, 
even recent heritage. So if you've just moved in, might be interesting to ask, Who were 
the people who gathered this community together last March and April and May during 
the first lockdown? How did you connect? Tell me some stories about how you did 
community life together during that tough time. Five years ago, there was a flood man, 
that must have been something Tell, tell, tell me about who what happened, you know. So 
become an anthropologist, become curious, instead of trying to be helpful, be curious. 

	 

	 And there will be local institutions that will be shopkeepers who know, the lady 
who doesn't come in for four days, and care. And well you know, who aren't they, 
because there will be plenty who don't, but there'll be plenty who do, you know, and one 
day, they may care for you, so get to know them. So, so that's the citizen out, you know, 
we're kind of saying, if you want to make the invisible neighbourhood visible, here's a 
mental map of how you do it. But ultimately, you're going to have to get out and do that. 
So we can conceive these things.
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	 So in a sense, what I've just mapped out there, what I've just described is three 
simple steps. That in life, the abundance that we're describing, which is in every 
neighbourhood, in every community, so there are things, the abundance, that I described, 
the gifts of individuals, associations, the place its culture, I would say economy too and I 
don't mean just money economy, I mean, the gift economy, like the apple tree that I 
described earlier on, you know, the worm that turns six tons of soil every month, you 
know, this is all gift economy, its gift, and the gift keeps cycling. You know, the minute we 
steal the gift and turn it into private property, it becomes money economy. But even 
money economy, I mean, there are things that we can do to make sure that our five pound 
note cycles around the neighbourhood in Frome, three times more than it does currently. 
Right. So we can get up to all of these things, all that cycle, right is what stopped the gift 
that's where the toxicity and the cancer comes in. 

	 

	 Now, the other way we could describe ABCD is we could say let's look at it from 
the lens of the institution. So the outside actor, or maybe the local institutional actor that's 
looking at from the outside actor, the outside actor who wants to be like, remember, the 
Canadian, the littlest hobo with a dog, the ownerless dog would come into the town, just 
give the right amount of help, you know, not to be paternalistic, and then leave again. And 
the person, you know, was more interdependence, was more resilient and got on with it 
more anti fragile. And then, you know, the song was the little littlest hobo moved on down 
the road, the outsider who's trying to be helpful ABCD would say of them, you're moving 
into citizen space, you're a guest in that space. And you can as easily be harmful as you 
can be helpful. 


	 And this isn't an unusual thought 250,000 people on average, in the US die every 
year due to medical error. Right? That's it's a modest estimate, at least, you know, so we 
can do harm as well as good. And thankfully, the premier profession, which is, you know, 
the medical, Doctor profession, they they own that, it's called iatrogenesis. So, I think it's 
saying, you know, we can engage in overreach, we can do harm, but how might we be 
useful? How might we be proportionate to the way we we show up in citizen space? And 
I think it would say that there are three things worth noting. 


	 The first is that there are a whole set of things that communities are really best 
placed to do themselves. And the job of institutions may be to remove barriers, to cheer 
on, certainly not to get in the way of that. And sadly, often we do. So there's some work 
around that, being alongside people in that regard. And that's not about bringing value 
add to for with people that's not about co production, quite honestly, that's about maybe 
at best creating space for people to figure out and co produce the things they value. So 
that's the flat pack democracy that you were talking about earlier. So this is where 
citizens are co producing. That's the first. 
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	 We could you could use a lovely metaphor here. It's very simple. Like you could 
imagine that the professional is on one side of a three lane highway, right? And on the first 
lane is the other side of the road. So they're gonna have to cross it very carefully, they 
could get knocked down or they could end up swerving in and causing an accident. So 
the crossing the lane here, the first lane is that lane where people ordinary folk, near 
neighbours are doing stuff together. 


	 Now the difficulty with this is is that most of a lot of people are living very atomised 
lives. So we talk about community but actually you can't engage with the community until 
the community has been built. So there might be a job of work of saying here we've got 
all of this abundance, all of this potential, but you know what? It's disconnected. It hasn't 
been reached its fruitfulness yet. So we might want to do some husbandry, we might 
want to do some, you know, permaculture, around that. 


	 The second lane is the co-production lane, that's where there are things that 
communities can do themselves with a little bit of outside. Now, co-production is being 
overgenerous to the outside agencies, because a lot of what we're doing is actually public 
service. So we're supplementing the capacity, I wouldn't say we're co producing it, we're 
supplementing. So there's a subsidiarity and you and I talk a lot, but this is a really 
important concept. So this idea that we're not going to, we're not going to solve problems 
that don't belong to us. 


Julian  50:39

Yeah, quite, you know, that's a really precise statement is worth worth just delving over? 
Sorry to interrupt, but I think this is so important is that, you know, this issue about 
subsidiarity is about the two who met who is making the decision? And what is the 
distance between the people who make the decision and the people who are impacted 
by that decision? And, and if the people who are making the decision or the people who 
are impacted by it, they're the ones who know what that impact is going to be, and they 
can own it. And you know, what Peter Block calls, what's the word for it, it's gone from 
my head, it’s own its ownership. It’s accountability, because it's accountability to our own 
problems as a community, where we take responsibility for what goes on in our 
community. And that's a beautiful description of how not to make a terrible mess when 
you're in that second lane. Don't think that you are the decision maker, you might have a 
bit of help to offer, but don't make the error of subsidiarity.


Cormac 51:56
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Exactly. And you know, it's fascinating is that because, again, if we take an abundance 
perspective, and say, of course, we can't know what a community needs, until that 
community first knows what it has. And the community can't know what it has until it 
discovers it. So how do you as a professional shift from being what I would call a provider 
of services to being a precipitator? of community abundance? So it's a different role? 


	 I think sometimes people read ABCD. And they think, Well, basically, what we're 
saying, you know, is get off the road, you're not welcome anymore. You're the problem. 
And actually, no, that's not what we're saying at all. What we're saying is, is that in a 
democracy, the citizen is defined at the centre. So we're decentering the role of the 
professional so that we can be more democratic. You know, I love the idea around the 
distance piece, Julian that you were mentioning there, because look, if I'm in a plane, and 
a pilot said, as a professional pilots are professionals, and a pilot is flying the plane, I have 
much more of a sense of comfort, because here is somebody who's totally invested. And 
if there's an impact on what they do, they're forced to feel it. 


	 Now, if I'm sitting at a dentist's chair, and they're pulling out my teeth, they don't 
feel my pain. They don't have to live with the mistake they make, I could sue them, I 
guess they have to live with it in that sense. But that's another toothache. So it is that 
difference, you know that most professionals are not in a cockpit of a plane, they are not 
going to be impacted. You know, and I often joke my goodness, if you're looking for 
innovation around pollution, for example, it's very easy to lock all of the decision makers 
into a room and pipe the pollutants into the room they're in and start the clock, they'll 
come up with the solution very quickly. So it is the mother of all invention. I think there 
may be some ethical issues around that. But you know, but that's what people have to 
live with, with lead poisoning and with you know, with the consequences of really, really 
some horrendous decisions made by people who are disassociating, dissociating 
emotionally, economically and so on. 


	 So it's a critical, it's a critical point. Now the third lane, because we don't want to 
let the institutions off the hook, there's work to be done. The third lane is where there's a 
whole range of things that communities do need done for them. There's a whole range, 
we need expertise. We need science. This isn't about a flat earth, or you know, any of that 
other nonsense, which is really dangerous thinking. Science matters. Information matters. 
Good data matters. They all they have to be democratic You know, so for example, we 
reject it in this third lane, Cambridge Analytica, we hold on to scrutiny, we challenge 
behaviours of outside institutions that are coming in and doing harm to the students. 


	 So for example, I want public health, to have a conversation with big institutions 
like Monsanto and say, we will be regulating how you show up and how your seeds show 
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up in the farms of rural farmers in Montana, or wherever. And you know what, we're going 
to give you a bloody hard time. This is the nonsense, really, I think about big government, 
small government, what we need is we need to think about not big government, small 
government or big community, small community, big society and all of that that's the 
wrong frame, I think, what we need to be thinking of as proportionality.


	 There are times if my community are being drawn over by a predatory outside 
institution, that I want public health and of course, there isn't even public health really in 
the US. But I want a public health barrier to act like a dome of protection in that third lane. 
And basically to say to those folks, we are going to regulate you off the face of the earth, 
unless you get some boundaries around and limits around what you do. Because you're 
destroying culture, you're destroying the environment, what we're seeing instead, is 
states that are actually selling off environments, and we're seeing states that are are 
dislocating cultures in order to make profits for their local governments or for their state 
government coffers. And this, to me, is an example of anti democratic behaviour, you 
know, so we need all three lanes there, they're very important functions. The point here, 
and this is the key point, sequences, what matters, it's not either or. 


	 And if we start in the third lane, you know what we'd stay there, and largely will 
miss the abundance in the first lane particularly, and, and we won't be able to do the 
genuine collaboration rather than co-production, let's call it the collaborative work and the 
compassionate work that I think you, and me, and our colleagues, desperately want to 
do. We want to be alongside people, we want to bring our expertise, but we can't be 
effective with our expertise, until we're effective in the first lane, until people see that they 
can actually be produced.


Julian  57:29

It's it, that's a terrific description of what ABCD is for based on practical experience, 
which is really great. And like we were saying, you know that, you know, people say, Oh, 
yeah, you can do this in Frome. Or you can do this in Cornwall, or, you know, that's all 
very well, but that our course it won't work anywhere else in the world. And you're 
geographic proof is not the case. So can you tell us about the wide variety of 
communities where you've been doing this work?


Cormac  58:05

Yeah, but it's true, you know, and again, one doesn't want to be culturally Imperial, you 
know, as you always have to be cautious. So just a couple of cautions and entries into 
this, I think the first thing we're all saying is that we, we haven't found a platonic or 
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universal model that we're going to apply with fidelity to everywhere around the world. 
Because I think when you've seen one community, you've seen one community. And 
that's the beauty of it. That's the particularity of it. 


	 So what we are saying is that in every community, there are things which are 
useful, which are universal, and which are simple. And those things can be called lots of 
different levels, you could call them ingredients, you could call them building blocks, you 
could call them assets, you could call them resources, but you could call it stuff. But 
largely, it's invisible. People don't value it, and it they don't even see it a lot of the time. 
But if you were to make visible what is invisible in neighbourhoods, in communities, in the 
dynamic relationships of networks, what you would begin to see is... and can be seen in 
all kinds of ways. Try this for example, go to work, organise a work todo just with your 
colleagues and with the with the most lowly hierarchically, the most lowly staff just get 
them to only do what's in their job description, and you will be able to grind the entire 
system to a halt. Now that's proof that the power is at the base. We just don't see it. You 
know, we don't test it. 


	 In Montgomery, the racist behaviour of the bus company was changed when 
people use their feet and instead of getting on the bus, they walked to work for 115 days 
and boycotters, that boss company at that What changed their behaviours, because 
essentially 75% of African American people in Montgomery, were shoring up the 
economics of that company. And when they refuse to put that money into the bus 
company, that bus company, changed its mind pretty quickly. 


	 And you know, around the world, what we're seeing is that often where people 
grow power is where they look at the little bit of what they have, and they figure out how 
to connect that more fruitfully. Like, you know, the folks in Montgomery in the 50s, who 
use their feet, and sometimes walked 10 kilometres and back to work. So this power is 
not necessarily money power. It's not necessarily classic party political power certainly 
isn't positional, or hierarchy of power. It's people power, it's, it's, it's collectivism. 


	 Now, over over and over again, this idea of the useful, the universal, and the 
simple, is, what are those things? There's hospitality, right? There's, I suppose 
associational life, so we know that every community even see it, you know, in 
communities that spring up. So in Calais, the Syrian refugees that were were held there in 
terrible conditions. But what did we begin to see, we began to see associational life, 
entrepreneurs starting businesses, you know. So the human condition is to associate, is 
to find ways of grouping up, and and hiving off to do things together that we can't do on 
our own. So that's another that's another source of abundance. And regardless of the 
oppression, you know. 
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	 So I've worked in communities in Rwanda, in Kenya, I've worked in so called 
slums, you know, where the story is, there's nothing here, this is hopeless, this is a barren 
backwater of pathology. And then you go in. And instead of looking for validation of that 
story, you go in and actually just listen to what's there, pay attention. In your bones, you 
start to realize that in all kinds of ways there is inventiveness, there is innovation, and that 
actually, the only way that things are going to get better, is when the people who live there 
begin to do three things. The first is they define the possibility. And the problem, in their 
words in the vernacular, right? Not with the nonsense that's going on at the moment 
where people are essentially being programmed and thought to define the problems and 
possibilities in accordance with funding criteria. You see this happen again, over and over 
in communities, Grant dependent communities, it's the quickest way to give the 
institution the power over to say, we depend on your grants, we can't do anything without 
them.


	 The second thing you'll see is after people have defined the possibilities together in 
the vernacular, then they define the solution. This is how we think we can respond to this 
possibility, this challenge, how we think we can respond to it. And then finally, they take 
action. They are among the primary investors, it doesn't mean they're the sole investors. 


	 But it's really interesting to my mind that, you know, if somebody says here, we 
know what the issue is, we know what we'd like to do about it, and we're going to do 
that. Then when they sit with an outside actor, they sit as citizens, and they're speaking to 
public servants, they're the landlords. And they're saying, we would like to invite you in to 
supplement our efforts. That's democracy.  So I think, you know, I've seen that in so 
many places, we work in about 35 countries around the world. And, largely, all I'm really 
doing is kind of cheering people on. Because once people get this in their head as a 
framework, they kind of figure it out themselves. 


	 Like there are some practices, which we can talk about. But in essence, I think the 
key thing that kind of the mental map is we've got a lot of what we need right here. If we 
can discover, connect and mobilise what we have. And then where we need supplements, 
we take supplements, it's like in the winter time, you know, I take some supplements to 
kind of get me through on flat days, but I'm not taking supplements to replace my meals. 
And that's what a lot of communities have done. They've become grant dependent. So 
they're taking supplements, but they're not growing produce themselves. And that is an 
unsustainable and harmful approach. It's monoculture.


Julian  1:04:50
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Exactly. And so that this that the next thing to speak about, I think is you've you've 
mentioned democracy a lot. And you've written your most recent book, is Rekindling 
Democracy? And do you want to tell us about that? 


Cormac 1:05:08

Sure, I'd love to. So I suppose we were talking earlier on about the lens, you know, seeing 
through the eyes of the citizen and seeing through the eyes of the professional. So it's a 
book that is essentially kind of saying, Well, if as a professional, you could see like your 
community, here's what you'd see. And actually, we think you'd like these glasses. And 
we think you'd have a lot more fun doing work this way. And you certainly cause a lot less 
harm. So your burnout, as professionals would decrease. And all of the receding of 
citizenship that we've seen over the years, would begin to ease up. And almost like a 
hydraulic relationship, we begin to see the ascendancy of citizen led action, and a much 
more equitable outcomes for all involved. 


	 So it's really saying, if you're interested in working more lightly and more sensitively 
and more compassionately in civic space as a professional that is paid to serve, here's a 
way of doing service that invites you to be more a kind of more curious, less helpful, less 
a fixer, more an enabler, less a provider more precipitator. And then when you do get to 
the provision, stuff, boy, oh, boy, is it going to be so much more effective, because at the 
moment, the analysis, like at the centre of the book, that the core thesis is very simple. 


	 The core thesis is that at the moment, we have an inversion of democracy, where 
the role of the citizen is being defined as that which happens after the work of the 
professional is done. Now, the technical term for that is a technocracy. To re address that, 
to rebalance that rekindle democracy. And what we need to do is we need to, first of all 
accept a basic precept that in a democracy, the role of the professional is defined as that 
which happens after the important work of the citizen is done. Now, citizens need to hear 
that story as well. Because actually, if the citizens receiving of a citizen saying, My health 
is in the hands of a doctor, my child's education is in the hands of the teacher, then that's 
something that we need to say to citizens this itself a story that is going to erode your 
power and your agency. It may take a long time, I mean, we can live for a huge amount of 
time in air conditioned misery, right. We've got so good at institutionalising people now 
we can actually make it seem like liberation. Right. That's how good it is. But even if 
you're colonising with love in your heart, it's still colonial. 


	 So this is a book about decolonizing people's lives decolonizing people's cultures. 
But it's also a book that says the citizens and by the way, and here are some interesting 
stuff for you, if you want to rekindle democracy, I use the word rekindle. I found myself 
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checking myself. About five years ago, I got into this reflexive pattern. At the end of all my 
keynote presentations are at the end of the day, and you may have heard me say this, I 
would say, on with the revolution, you know. We're seeing a backyard revolution, on with 
the revolution, you know, as a kind of a call to action, a bugle call, right? And I thought, 
you know, that's actually a pretty violent speech. I mean, like, I said, I made myself feel a 
bit better. Well, revolution is kind of like a wheel… it was ineffective, violent thing to say. 


	 And then I would change it to let's, let's move towards a revolution of the heart. 
And then I thought about, you know, back to my own childhood, and I have some kindling 
here...see, so one of the things that we used to do in rural Ireland is we would kind of 
camp out sometimes, and have chats around the fire and whatever. Particularly if there 
was a late harvest and things like that, right. So you'd gather kindling for the fire and I 
thought, that's a better message that actually, you know, what is a campfire? It's the 
gathering of what you have small little amounts of kindling, bringing it together 
productively, and then in lightning, in flaming in lightning, we can think and sometimes it 
kind of burns out because you get into a story and you lose your tracking. You have to 
blow on it a little bit. And I think we're at the moment where we need to blow on it a little 
bit.


	 So flatpack democracy, compassionate communities, ABCD, the movement for 
neighbourhoods, these are all expressions that the remnants of our cultures still, like 
embers are there, but we need to animate them and animate - anamatuer the French 
word is to breathe into, not to direct, to enliven. So I think that will enliven and enlighten 
our lives. That's my hope. That's my hope. 


	 The other thing is, is is I needed to, to witness all of the stories, I felt like they were 
just stories in my head, and I would write blogs or whatever, but I needed to give witness 
to that, to also create space. And to say, I am leaving the home now I'm going to other 
places. I, you know, after writing the book, just said, I'll always be your number one 
cheerleader. But you know, it's a bit like we're doing the jamboree for the UK ABCD. And 
my message is self organise guys. This isn't me, this isn't ABCD. This is about you. It's 
about your country. It's about your neighbourhoods, in the UK, and if it matters to you, 
onwards.


Julian  1:11:18

Yeah, exactly. And, and, you know, all the listeners, I'd strongly recommend this book, 
and if you're a community member, or if you're a professional, then I suggest you read the 
book. And in a way, it's the book that you would have needed when you were working in 
the field of child psychology. And, and beautifully written. And the next thing is that in the 
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process of democratisation and the process of of saying, look, there's something in here 
for everyone, you've developed something of a training program, which which you might 
call rekindling, or reminding or revitalising, but your training program is is highly 
accessible. And, and, you know, again, for anyone who is interested in this sense of 
revitalising communities and community development, you know, Cormac offers some 
training on how to do this. So please, you know, make best use of it. But you want to tell 
us about what you've done?


Cormac 1:12:27

Yeah, well, it's it. I mean, I have to give credit to my team here, quite honestly. But they've 
built a fantastic platform for learning, which I feel is incredibly, incredibly accessible. So 
it's it, they call it the Center for Community Renewal, because I think they felt as a team, 
we've all felt as a team, we want to create something that gives people enough of a kind 
of handrail to hold on to a scaffold, but not so much that we're telling people what to do. 
So the whole training, and we have a number of offers... So we're working with folks who 
want to do community building in neighbourhoods and villages, and so forth. So that's 
one. It's called discovering ABCD, lovely eight module experience. And it's fun, because 
it's practical, as well as giving giving folks some of their theory. 


	 But the other is we're working with commissioners and service transformation, 
folks who really want to think differently about how they use money, how they use 
influence, to be that precipitator in the three lane highway. And that's incredibly 
successful. I think, thinking about leadership through the lens of community building, is 
freeing actually, for a lot of people. And, you know, shifting the question from how do I 
reform my system? Or how do I get behaviour change to how can I support community 
alternatives to traditional top down systems, it's really, it's, it's quite a lot of fun, and quite 
humbling to watch people making that journey and where they go with it is just 
remarkable places that I would never imagine, in my own, my own wildest dreams really. 


	 And I suppose the third piece that's worth mentioning is that we're coming 
alongside cities, in different parts of the world, who really want to kind of think about 
leadership, but also want to think about the very practicalities of doing so we are working 
with, oh my goodness, it's hard to even know where to start with this. But we're working 
with Strathcarron Hospice, for example, in Scotland, so their leadership are working on 
changing the model of hospice care. We're working with a community development team 
and for the neighbourhoods, you know, as they precipitate the bringing back of Death to 
the community, because it is actually a community. It's a community rite of passage, you 
know, and it's been taken away, it's been outsourced to the institutional world. So really 
bringing that back and giving us giving us sense of homecoming as has been fantastic.
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	 We're also working with Frederick status the entire city. We've done work over the 
years with Leeds. And I'm fantastically excited as well to be working with the city of 
Edmonton. And they're using the book, Julian. So we've created what we're calling a 
learning circle, a stewardship circle. And we've divided the book, The rekindling 
democracy into six sections. And across, we're going to read it together. But also then 
look at all of the examples, the hopeful examples around the world of where we're seeing 
institutions precipitate, and make that change. And we're seeing communities really begin 
to rekindle democracy at the association level. So there's lots happening, despite the fact 
that we're all we're all working from our zoom environments.


Julian  1:15:51

I think that's great. One of the critical dynamics, for any kind of institution, is of this 
business, about power and hierarchies, and about how professionals can give up power, I 
think one of the things that you do particularly strongly is to be able to create the journey 
of the professional into a citizen is thinking about those three lanes and how you traverse 
those without creating havoc. Right, so I'm now going to just paint a picture of, of a world 
where wherever there are people, there's abundance, and, and the abundance is shared, 
that it's not abundance of money, but it's abundance of warmth, and community, and 
relationships. And we're coming near to the end Cormac. And I have three questions to 
ask you that I asked all of my guests. And the first thing is Tell me about a moment where 
the smallest thing made the biggest difference.


Cormac  1:17:04

I remember many years ago, a gentleman by the name of Jope, who lived on Java strata 
in Amsterdam, and Jope was isolated because he had a condition, which meant that he 
was quite frightened by social situations, he lived with his mum. And it was a very small 
moment, but the moment when we discovered that he loves stamps, and that he had 
particular affinity for plants, because he had learned so much about them. And the 
moment that we connected the first person who was going on holidays and was worried 
about their plants with Jope. Now he never met the person, but the plants were dropped 
off to his mother, and how that opened up the sequence of events, which now means that 
Jope is the gentleman that looks after everybody's plants when they go on holidays. That 
has been remarkable, not just for his mental health and well being, but also for his mum, 
because his mum had been his primary carer. And I think it had just such a lovely effect 
on the community as well. So that that's the smallest. 
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Julian  1:18:05

Yeah, lovely. The ripple effect.

And what's your favourite public moment of compassion?


Cormac 1:18:14

When the Queen spoke Gaelic, on her visit to Ireland, 


Julian  1:18:18

Nice. Nice. Yeah, recognition.


Cormac 1:18:22

Absolutely. And said, sorry. 


Julian  1:18:25

Yeah, that's great. Finally, what matters most to you in your life?


Cormac 1:18:32

Family and kinship.


Julian  1:18:37

Lovely. Cormac, it's been such a pleasure to talk to you and, and I look forward to the 
next time we chat.


Outro  1:18:45
Thank you for listening to Survival of the Kindest. To join in the conversation, email us on 
compassion.pod@gmail.com or follow us on Twitter and Instagram at sotk_pod. Please 
join us next week for another compassionate chat.

END OF TRANSCRIPT 

28



This podcast was transcribed using Otter.ai and was edited by Cerise Abel-Thompson, our 
podcast editor and producer. If you have any feedback, or problems please email us on 
compassion.pod@gmail.com or contact us on Twitter or Instagram. 
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