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STEWARDS OF THE EARTH  

R ecently a Canadian friend of 
mine, Philip Harrison, sent me 
a letter which he had composed 

for his local representative in the House 
of Parliament in Canada. In it he raises 
the question “Can representative 
democracies deal with environmental 
and sustainability problems?” It is a 
crucial question which I would like to 
ask that we ourselves reflect on. 

Philip has allowed me to use his 
letter as a way of introducing and 
talking about this crucial topic. 

As you are no doubt aware, our own 
government has just issued a dire 
warning about the near future in North 
America. It has warned that we will 
face even deeper environmental crisis 
affecting not only the economy, but our 

very ability to survive in society as we 
know it if we do not act. Behind the 
concern is also the question about 
whether or not democratic societies 
have the will to affect change. 

From a wisdom perspective we are 
asked to be stewards of the earth. As 
Earth-stewards it is our role to take up 
the task of guarding and guiding the 
planet toward its future by reflecting 
wisely on what lies all around us and 
into our future. The question is, of 
course, how can we fulfill this wisdom 
role? 

I raise these questions not because 
they are theoretical, but because they 
are on our plate now. We have no 
choice but to reflect and to act. 

 
— from Abbot Lynn Bauman 
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Dear Ms. Murray, 
 
I would like to suggest a topic for a future MP breakfast that follows from the presentations by 
Drs. William Rees and Charles Krebs. As they make clear, the human race is consuming both 
renewable and nonrenewable resources at unsustainable rates that will lead to worldwide 
shortages of things as essential as food and water. To avert an apocalyptic future, prompt and 
concerted action is essential. 
 
My proposed topic involves two very large questions. Can representative democracies deal with 
environmental and sustainability problems, or does their very nature exclude effective action? If 
they can act effectively, how can they go about it? 
 
The following are my principal causes for concern.                                                                 
 

To deal with the problems of resource depletion and environmental degradation 
we must adopt policies that will curtail both excessive consumption and unrestricted 
population growth now and forever. Democratic governments are unwilling even to 
acknowledge the need for such policies – debating carbon credits is rearranging the deck 
chairs on the Titanic - because of their overwhelming concern to win the next election.  
There is a well-established pattern of offering immediate benefits while ignoring future 
consequences that seems to be built into the system. 

Governments everywhere campaign by promising economic expansion in spite 
of the fact that constantly increasing consumption and sustainability are mutually 
exclusive. 

The governments that are in office have generally promised to reduce, or at least 
not to raise taxes, thereby rendering themselves incapable of undertaking programs to 
avoid future problems. 

One may call it cynicism, realism, or both, but political parties make these 
promises because they know it works. Today’s western democracies have the best 
educated, best informed electorates in the history of the world – and yet, alarmingly 
high numbers of them do not bother to vote, many of those who do vote seem to be 
concerned only with their immediate personal welfare, and the rest can only choose 
among the platforms on offer.  

Based on the past performance of Canadian governments, there is widespread 
doubt that they have any real intention of keeping the few environmental promises they 
do make.   

At least in North America, the structure of campaign financing insures that the 
degraders of the environment have disproportionate influence on political decision 
making. 

 
Perhaps you yourself could discuss this – or some manageable aspect of it. Since I regard you 
as a member of a species widely regarded as extinct – that is, an honest politician – I would be 
intensely interested in anything you would have to say. 

 
Respectfully, 
Philip Harrison 
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Issac Cordal in Berlin 
“Politicians Discussing Global Warming” 

B oth Philip’s letter and the sculpture by 
Issac Cordal describe and illustrate the 

conundrum of our political and spiritual 
situation. 
      It is as if we are paralyzed. There is 
every need to act, and yet the political 
constraints are so great that we cannot 
seem to act.  
      Our paralysis perhaps illustrates 
blindness on one level, and on another the 
fact that egoic desire on the ordinary level 
of consciousness cannot act out of any 
other concern than for itself. 
           Given these constraints and 
considering the hopefulness conveyed by 
the I AM documentary, what is your 
response?       

1. Is there an obvious wisdom path through 
this dilemma, and a sapiential solution 
of some kind? 

2. If we are to “think global and act local” 
then how do we engage the world where 
we are? 

3. Should we enter into local political 
action? Is this important for a wisdom 
path? 

4. How would you answer Philip’s basic 
concerns? 

5. What role does fear play in the paralysis 
we often feel in the face of these 
overwhelming obstacles? 

6. Is Canadian politics in any way different 
from what we are experiencing south of 
our common borders? 


