International Environment Forum – 11th Annual Conference
Saturday, October 13, 2007

Afternoon Session I
Here is the briefest of summaries of the first session of the IEF Conference for Saturday afternoon. It was a panel discussion on the theme “Value-Based Approaches to Environmental Action”, and featured two of Ottawa’s citizen leaders and an American guest. 

Jessica Lax is the dynamic young founder and director of the Otesha Project, a “light living” NGO that seeks to empower and train young people both to appreciate/understand  sustainability issues, and to make changes right where they live: with their associates and communities, and in their own personal habits and viewpoint. Otesha, a Swahili word meaning “reason to dream”, was the initiative of Ms. Lax and friends after a life-changing period of service in Africa. With joy and practiced optimism, Otesha’s theatrical and bike-tour activities have made a strong impact on the youth culture of Ottawa. 
Clive Doucet, a writer and poet turned municipal councillor, is one of Canada’s strongest voices for re-imagining cities. His work for the greening of Ottawa, as an elected official, has allowed him to see both what is possible and the nature of the obstacles to those advancements. The struggles of Canadian cities to reduce sprawl and the dominance of the automotive culture, which are readily seen in the awkward development of surface-rail mass transit systems, were featured in his comments.

Peter Adriance is the NGO liaison for the National Spiritual Assembly of the Baha’is of the United States. He outlined some of the experiences and learnings of various elements of the American Baha’i community, and its collaborations with other faith-based organizations. Most impressively, he told stories of grassroots development in two very different parts of the world. In Nairobi, Kenya, he witnessed the resilience and resourcefulness of deeply impoverished women who nonetheless were able to make substantial changes in their prospects. In Chesapeake Bay, the fishers of Tangiers heard for a long while from environmentalists, but only when they were moved by the sacredness of the body of water that was their livelihood did the message of sustainability reach their hearts and their practices. The heart knows…        
The Development of Moral Capabilities with Gordon Naylor
“Let your vision be world-embracing, rather than confined to your own selves.” This famous passage from the Baha’i writings, Mr. Naylor began, is no mere sweet statement of amity. It is a radical call to moral and ethical advancement. 
“What if we imagine,” Naylor asked, “that we know little or nothing of the spiritual principles and how to apply them to a future we can hardly conceive of?” He urged us to imagine precisely this, putting ourselves in a humble, learning mode. He suggested that we think of this (un)imaginable reality as an acorn, which will attract to itself what it requires for growth into the magnificent oak that one knowing only the acorn could never have dreamed of. We don’t know and can’t imagine the civilization that must come, that we need to build, and we shouldn’t waste time and energy trying to make it in our own drastically limited images. 

One of the many moral capabilities that Mr. Naylor works with in his youth care facilities and in the school that he founded is encouragement. We must find ways to joyfully appreciate the talents and capacities of others. A mature respect for the rights of others is another of these capacities. Individually, we move from utter self-concern into awareness of and, ideally, contributions to the reality of others; as a world society, we need this same movement of respect and encouragement. Religious communities, especially, need to develop this capacity, and specifically to develop the humility to not assume that they have the answers already. 
At Nur University in Bolivia, they developed a set of 19 moral capabilities, a constellation of virtues that would allow rural communities to move forward. They include the capability to:

· evaluate one’s own strengths and weaknesses without ego

· think systematically and strategically in search of solutions

· imbue one’s actions and thoughts with love

· encourage others and bring happiness to them

· take initiative in a creative and disciplined way

· contribute to the establishment of justice

· be a responsible and loving family member 

“Beware lest the strong ones of the earth rob you of your power.” What does this statement of Baha’u’llah mean? One meaning might be the feeling that whatever good one might do is pointless in the face of the social juggernaut…

Mr. Naylor advocates the following elements of a moral framework.

1. An orientation of service to the common good.

2. Leadership whose purpose is individual and social transformation.

3. Twin moral responsibilities to truth: know it, enact it. (Serve it.)
4. Transcendence through vision.

5. Belief in the essential nobility of the human being.

6. The development of capabilities.

7. Commitment to a world-embracing vision.

He then put the assembled conferees into groups to work with and consult over these constellations of virtues and concepts and capacities. What can you most use, among the list of capabilities, in your work for sustainable development, right living and social transformation? 
“It is…inconceivable that a peaceful and prosperous global society…can be established and sustained without directly and substantively involving the world’s great religions in its design and support.” (This excerpt comes from Gordon Naylor’s closing quote, from the Baha’i International Community’s publication Prosperity for Humankind.)   
