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Objectives  

When leaders of the G20 countries gather in Seoul, Korea on November 11-12, 2010 to 

discuss the state of the world’s economies, spiritual leaders from these countries will 

also gather in Seoul to reflect on a new understanding of prosperity, one that can 

address the greater wellbeing of the global community. All of the world’s religions 

teach a balance between material and spiritual development.  They demonstrate how 

the values of compassion and sharing can counter the inclinations toward greed and 

self-centeredness so that a wider community of people can prosper.  They teach that self 

discipline as opposed to self indulgence is the foundation for a fulfilled life.    

A particular form of economic growth and development, based on a culture of 

unfettered consumerism, has set the prevailing paradigm these last few decades and 

been central to  our institutions, thinking and behavior.  But a new paradigm is now 

needed if we are to meet the challenges of climate change and environmental 

degradation, bridge the growing divide between the haves and have nots and develop a 

wiser and more sustainable way to share earth’s resources.  

Already some nations are beginning to seek new ways to measure the wellbeing of their 

societies.  In the United States the Obama administration has indicated the intention to 

move beyond using only the Gross National Product as an indicator of success, and is 

considering measurements for health, education, gender etc. to assess the state of the 

country.  The Gross National Happiness index of Bhutan is often cited as an innovative 

way of understanding national wellbeing.  At the 2010 meeting of the United Nations 

Commission on Sustainable Development,  the Baha’i community presented a paper 

calling for a “cultural transformation” that involves “deliberate changes in individual 
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choices and in institutional structures and norms”  to develop a society based on “the 

deep spirit of service” and greater sustainability.  

 A rethinking of our principles and values are needed to guide us in the creation of the 

institutions, structures and mindset that can allow a new form of development to 

unfold, one that balances the material and spiritual needs of the human community, 

that provides for a more equitable distribution of wealth, and gives due consideration 

to the needs of the eco systems on which all life depends.  One cannot deny the need for 

material development, but we also know that economic development alone does not 

necessarily advance wellbeing.  Growth at the expense of other factors such as clean 

water and air is not in anyone’s best interest.  A culture of rampant consumerism 

necessarily leads to abuse and overuse of the earth’s resources in a way that simply is 

not sustainable. 

This reflection during the G20 Summit is meant to stir a global discussion on what 

prosperity would look like in a more balanced and sustainable world.  It is meant to 

begin aligning the economic foundation of our societies with principles central to all the 

religious traditions.   It is designed to insert the spiritual dimension into the overview of 

the global financial situation, with an eye to the future, to the world we are creating.  In 

previous eras beauty and simplicity were qualities much admired and valued in 

prosperous cultures.    These have been lost in the clutter and preoccupation with 

“things” that fill our present age.  Modern culture teaches us from a very early age that 

the acquisition of more and more material objects rather than the cultivation of noble 

qualities – such as compassion and service -- is the purpose of life.  This is opposed to 

the teachings of all the spiritual traditions.  If we do not change course willingly, the 

effects of climate change may force us to re-evaluate the creeds of our society and re-

align with fundamental spiritual and humanistic values. 
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Why Spiritual Leaders?  

It is now commonly acknowledged that religious and spiritual leaders have an 

important role to play in the global response to critical problems – be it climate change, 

conflict or poverty reduction. Some years ago the World Bank organized a new forum 

for exchange between the world’s religious leaders and development experts.  The 

World Faiths Development Dialogue sought to bring religious leaders engaged in 

poverty alleviation efforts together with development experts with the aim of fostering 

a new partnership.   This effort continues.  But in the process of engaging religious 

leaders in the work to overcome the deepening economic divides,  we must also seek to 

redefine prosperity in light of our current world challenges.  This re-envisioning of the 

foundation of our society must begin with the thought patterns that inform so much of 

the collective endeavors – with a shift in mindset, in priorities and goals, in how we 

define the “good life ” --  a fundamental rethinking of what our global society should 

aspire to be.   

Any significant shift in “norms” takes place over time, spanning generations,  but there 

is an urgency to our time that calls us to come together as an inter-religious community 

in a more focused way.  By drawing upon our spiritual resources we can collectively 

cultivate a new understanding of prosperity, of our relationship to one another and to 

the earth. The challenges of climate change, conflict and poverty are so tightly 

interwoven that we cannot address them piecemeal.    They result from a common 

mode of interaction, a way of viewing the world and a way of being that is out of sync 

with the deeper truths of our religious traditions.   A re-alignment with fundamental 

spiritual principles and a return to living according to the principles of our faith, will 

enable us to address successfully the challenges ahead and create an alternate course for 

future generations.  
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