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Introduction

The Brundtland Report in 1987, Our Common Future, the Rio Declaration in 1992, and the Earth
Charter in 2000, represent shifts in imagining not only interconnected global societies, but an Earth
Community. Multiple efforts towards ecological and bio- democracy, ecological civilisations, rights of
Nature and environmental citizenship invite a vision for planetary perspectives, inclusive of diverse
communities of Life. These efforts change the framework from sovereign states and imperialist politics
to Earth communities. Planetary conscience and consciousness are significant steps towards
sustainability. The Earth Charter provides widely shared guiding principles for a truly sustainable way
of life. We are grateful for the work of Mikhail Gorbachev, Maurice Strong, Stephen Rockefeller,
Wangari Maathai and many others who envisioned the charter, and saw what is needed for the living
Earth community.

The vision and values of the Earth Charter - participatory democracy, social and gender justice,
ecological integrity, economic sustainability, peace and nonviolence — are more important than ever.
The geopolitical situation today is not the same as it was 25 years ago. Deterioration of human and
specifically gender rights, and intensifying violence in Ukraine, Iran, Syria, Sudan, and Haiti are
alarming. The genocide in Gaza, the escalating tyranny of the United States, the realignment of
geopolitical powers, and military expansions are remaking a world order based on conflict rather than
cooperation. The International Criminal Court seems paralysed. In June 2025, NATO agreed to increase
defense funding to five percent. Many countries are increased military weaponry. What has happened
to a moral compass?

Meanwhile ecological decline in planetary systems (climate, water, forests, biodiversity) and in
bioregions and ecosystems, accelerates. All of these produce social stress, insecurities, poverty, and
conflict. Anthropocentrism remains intractable.

We must face these realities with more honestly, courage and intelligence. We cannot afford be naive
and superficial. We need to address the gaps between the political, ecological and moral decline and
the vision and ethics of the Earth Charter. Otherwise, our talk of hope and change is lovely, but
ineffective. Furthermore, we cannot leave these difficulties to the next generation: we cannot leave
this mess as the inheritance to youth.

What might help us make these changes? While there are countless pathways forward, my brief
comments are in three sections. The first considers governance, vision and common ground. The
second ponders a role for spirituality, ethics and beauty.



Governance, Democracy and Global Visions

In the face of geopolitical realignments, power shifts, military invasions and economic turmoil,
governments are facing uncertainties and difficult decisions. Governments are congealing into
economic agendas that benefit few. The relations between governance and democracy are also
unstable. Democratic principles being eroded in several countries and contexts. One outcome is
cynicism about democracy and depoliticized, inert citizenry. Another is ‘global’ civic groups using the
Internet to reshape political participation.

Many claim that the only protective shield from inequities and totalitarianism is democracy.
Democracy dilutes power, resists the hardening of ideologies, and allows for conflict and dissent within
peaceful mechanisms of negotiation. Democracy, strongly supported by the Earth Charter, continues
to be the most inclusive form of governance, despite failings and frailties.

However, there is a different dimension of governance that is also important to consider: that of the
tension between nation states and planetary activities. There is an incongruity between notions of
state sovereignty and biospheric dynamics. The planet is a plethora of living systems, and functions in
an integrated, interconnected and entangled biosphere: living Earth communities. The health of
ecosystems, bioregions and planetary processes - such as climate change - requires understanding and
respecting planetary systems within the biosphere. It is important to comprehend that disturbances in
planetary systems are difficult to address, not only due to jurisdiction and national sovereignty, but
also because political and ecosystem boundaries are unrelated.

This tension between nation states and ecological and planetary realities needs further discussion. It is
fraught with challenges: cultural diversities, political autonomy, integrated and independent
economies. And yet, we live in a thin layer of culture within a vast expanse of nature. The primary
reality is the planet and the biosphere. Nation states are a secondary, and illusive reality. What
happens to planetary health determines cultural, political and personal health. The Earth Charter
proposes a subtle path that both respects cultural diversities while acknowledging the foundational
elements of the biosphere and the planet.

The task of reimaging global principles and governance is an ecological and ethical imperative and a
political necessity for a viable future. There needs to be a unifying vision that prioritizes planetary
wellbeing over national sovereignty. Unless there is a unifying narrative sufficiently broad to respect
cultural diversities, encased in democratic principles and actions, then civilizations, humanity, and
planetary life are threatened. The Earth Chater provides such a unifying vision.

The preamble addresses the fact that humanity is part of a larger evolving universe, within the complex
biosphere of Earth. This understanding of “global” is one reason why the Charter is unique and of
immense import. It is a “declaration of fundamental principles for building a just, sustainable and
peaceful global society in the 21st century.” The Charter emphasizes that global interdependence and
shared responsibilities for “the human family and the larger living world” are the global tasks. Despite
cultural diversities, humanity and the larger Earth community share a common destiny.



Common ground and a global vision are also needed to respond to the inequities and limits of
economic globalization, the emergence of a global civil society, and concern for and responsibility
towards the whole Earth community. The four pillars of the Earth Charter are clear guidelines for
governance: Respect and Care for the Community of Life; Ecological Integrity; Social and Economic
Justice; and Democracy, Nonviolence, and Peace. They signal a change in vision, and a new moment in
human history. In general terms, they share an ethical appeal and vision for the common good of
humanity, while diminishing an anthropocentric bias and strengthening the notion of a planetary
ecological community. There are debates to be had, such as the consequence of emphasizing vision,
values, and ethics over politics and economic power relations and structures. Tensions between
national sovereignty and planetary ecological communities are far from being determined theoretically
or engaged practically. Yet, the Earth Charter offers a way forward, within the diversities and
complexities of a postmodern world and differentiated yet interconnected Earth communities.

Spirituality, Ethics and Beauty

Spiritual experiences of the natural world are fundamental to most religions and to many cultures.
They are powerful, animating, orienting experiences. Wonder and awe are classical responses to
spiritual awakenings and attentiveness to the natural world. Religious texts, poets, mystics and nature
writers are replete with expressions of wonder and awe that blend nature and spirit. The natural
world has been a primary source of spiritual insight, guidance and inspiration for millennia.

Spirituality, at its core, is a discipline to discern profound aspects within, and overall orientation to,
existence. Spirituality is not beliefs. Spirituality is like breathing, as intimate and as vital as breath. It is
about desire, a zest for life, and the ability to feel awe and wonder. Spirituality is the capacity to
experience reverence in the face of the immensity and elegance of existence. Developing a spiritual
consciousness is often described as moving from death to life, from sleep to consciousness, from
illusion to enlightenment, from confinement to liberation, ignorance to awareness, or from confusion
to clarity. Spirituality awakens, educates and inspires. It reinforces and revitalizes, and gives us
strength, perspective, and insight.

Spiritual disciplines and processes encourage both depth and breadth. They allow us to deepen, and to
embrace the profound mysteries within ourselves, the Earth community and the living cosmos.
Spiritual journeys also enlarge our horizons, fostering radical openness to the immensities that extent
far beyond our knowing. Spirituality is radical: from radix meaning to the root. It is about awakening,
awareness, and action. Spiritualty sustains resistance, resilience, and revolutions for social and
ecological transformation.

We need a spiritual vision that teaches us how to be present to the Earth, on Earth’s terms.
Spiritualities come from the realm of insights rather than data. Spiritualities are teachers of
consciousness. A spiritual vision adequate for our ecological era requires an awakening to the Earth. If
we contemplate the elegance of the Earth, and the fact that we emerged from and are animated by
these great processes, we are inspired and energized. Such reflection informs and sustains a vision — a



place from which to think and act. Such awareness leads to a profound spiritual and ethical awakening,
and insightful political actions.

Ethics is about right relations. It requires deconstructing and critiquing, with the goal towards
constructive social change. The work of justice - social, gender, racial, intergenerational - relies on
ethics. Yet for a sustainable future, we need a broad understanding of ethics. Human concerns and
social justice frameworks are not enough. Eco and climate justice frameworks are often
anthropocentric. We need ecological ethics that affirms the intrinsic value of the natural world. The
shift to planetary thinking, and solidarity with the biosphere, needs to accelerate.

The Earth Charter affirms planetary ethics for the Earth community. When we become aware that we
are immersed in this great Earth community, it evokes a spiritual awakening: planetary consciousness
and conscience. The Earth Charter is a call to understand the biosphere, and to know we emerged
from and belong to this living biosphere. It is to appreciate integral ecology: all is interconnected.
There is no future without ecological integrity and stability.

The last comments are about beauty: What is more beautiful than the natural world? Yet beauty is
often trivialized. Those engaged in the serious work of governance and eco/social change rarely
consider beauty to be an essential element for transformation. Many working in justice and ethics
realms are trained to be critical: to deconstruct, find fault lines, omissions, bias and shortcomings.
These are all important skills. Yet, they can become habits of mind that inhibit other modes of
knowing, such as experiencing beauty. People notice a glorious sunset, appreciate it, and then return
to the real work of analyzing, evaluating and judging.

Experiencing beauty is considered to be ... nice ... but not relevant to social change, climate justice, and
factual considerations. | think this is incorrect. Experiencing beauty is integral to human knowing, well-
being, and ethical optics. Beauty informs and strengthens ethics and evokes reverence. Beauty can lift
spirits, expand interiority, calm anxieties, offer clarity, and inspire insights. Perhaps we can add a
medicinal dose of beauty to each day. We may be surprised by the joy, inspiration, radical hope, and
gratitude that experiences of beauty can nurture.

Together spirituality, ethics, beauty give us the wisdom, insights and strength to speak truth to power.
Where will we get the energy for this work? When we are attuned with and immersed in the beauty,
the elegance, ingenuity and utter power of the Earth community, we are nourished. We receive
energy, insight, humility, and vigour.

We also need hope for this work. Hope is not naive optimism. Hope is a blend of anger and courage:
Anger at the way things are, and courage to change them (paraphrased from St Augustine).

Most importantly, the Earth can nurture hope. Trees and flowers blossom, bees pollinate, and animals
have offspring: these are extraordinary feats of hope. The Earth is alive, and this nurtures hope. The
Earth Charter provides visions, pathways, ethics and spiritual support. It can nurture the energy and
hope for the future.



