
Andrew T. Wilkinson 

Sustainable Spirit 
 
The conception of sustainability as a philosophy to manage our economic, social, and environmental resources 
is in many senses a spiritual pursuit. The values of our economic pursuits are for people to be able to meet 
their basic needs. However, rather than pursuing development that is excessive of our basic needs, the values 
of sustainability offer an opportunity to evolve toward development that effectively meets not only basic needs 
but also our psychological and social needs including our spiritual needs. 
 
Abraham Maslow presented the psychological Hierarchy of Needs and provided us with an insightful model for 
categorizing varied levels of satisfaction and of human potential, as related to the fulfillment of physiological, 
psychological, and social needs. As Maslow expressed, self-actualization is an imperative to peak experience. 
 
I believe sustainability requires tapping into the human motivations for fulfillment beyond our basic needs and 
by appealing to the motivations behind our spiritual experiences. To achieve this we must recognize our 
spiritual resources and the roles that meaning, purpose, values, direction, and relationships play in our lives. 
 
For example, a forest is not only a source of raw materials but it may also be a place where we walk and 
connect with nature. If we choose to preserve a forest it is not just the forest we are protecting but an 
experience of our own spiritual existence. Although we may not be able to measure our spiritual capital, it has 
real economic value as a resource in our lives. 
 
The principles of sustainable business encourage an economic philosophy that provides a more holistic view of 
the world. Through the profitable management of economic, social, and environmental resources, we aspire to 
not only meet our basic needs but also to achieve a certain level of prosperity and fulfillment that transcends 
mere survival. I believe the understanding of human motivation plays a significant role in the understanding of 
sustainability. 
 
Often the motivation of human behavior is self interest. Therefore it is important to appeal to people’s self 
interest when inspiring action. An emphasis on personal reward, responsibility and ownership is an imperative 
to tapping into our motivations. When we feel a direct connection to our decisions and actions, we take 
accountability for ourselves. Similarly, sustainable business practices and personal choice create a more 
rewarding and direct experience with sustainability than with governmental regulations or other public 
mandates. In this way it pays to be proactively self interested. Although we are all impacted by the collective 
commons, ultimately we are driven by our own personal experiences. 
 
Further, I believe the spiritual rewards of sustainability to be direct and personal. This perspective regains the 
connection that is lost by a purely scientific approach to sustainability. People need to be able to relate to their 
world on a personal level. The psychological and social sciences provide us with some guides but we must 
also be willing to talk about the relevance of spiritual experience. The connections of science to sustainability, 
of sustainability to spirituality, and of spirituality to religion, are all relevant to better understanding nature and 
humanity, which also hold the keys to sustainability. 
 
To clarify, human activity is our main concern, along with a desire to strategically pursue social and economic 
development toward a prosperous existence. We must also acknowledge that there is an important connection 
between the human desires for greater fulfillment in addition to the needs for survival. This involves 
understanding the motivations of humans and how we achieve greater fulfillment. 
 
What inspires my sense of responsibility is the pursuit of a life experience of meaning, purpose, values, 
direction, and relationships. 
 
Meaning 
 
My source of meaning comes from a greater understanding of the world and my place in it. I had the 
opportunity to lead semester abroad programs in 2006 and 2009 in Central America and India, respectively, 
with the experiential education company LEAPNow out of Calistoga, CA. LEAPNow emphasizes sustainability 



and spirituality through travel, service, and personal development. From these experiences, I was able to 
expand my understanding of the global community as well as of myself. My commitment to expand my 
understanding has also concretized my commitment to sustainability, all as part of a personal quest for 
meaning. I believe sustainability is meaningful because it provides value in the consideration of others and 
provides a purpose for human action. I also believe an approach to sustainability is required to preserve and 
develop the resources that provide us with deeper meaning. 
 
Purpose 
 
Service to community has been ingrained in my personal outlook ever since I can remember. However, 
knowing how one can best serve one’s community can be a daunting task. I have served as program 
coordinator for teenagers in San Luis Obispo, CA and worked for a nonprofit social enterprise in San 
Francisco, CA to help people with mental health disabilities gain wellness through vocational rehabilitation. 
These experiences showed me how the principles of sustainability support human activity toward achieving our 
potential along with attaining greater prosperity. I find my purpose is to create and appreciate meaningful 
experiences and to advocate for the preservation and development of the resources that support them. To me, 
this purpose is a reflection of sustainability and part of a spiritual process. 
 
Values 
 
When I researched options for graduate school, I had the realization that sustainability represented my 
personal values. I decided to get an MBA with an emphasis in sustainable business from San Francisco State 
University. The values of sustainability incorporated a more holistic view of the world, one which I had come to 
appreciate as part of my own values. I had also come to value the pursuit of spiritual experiences. As I gained 
a greater understanding of the roles of economic, social, and environmental sustainability and their relationship 
to human potential beyond survival economics, I was then able to draw a straight line to the underlying spiritual 
connection with sustainability. 
 
Further, I have adopted my personal values into my home life. I believe that when we take into account our 
economic, social and environmental impact and decisions, this provides us with a stronger connection to our 
community and our sense of responsibility. Some benefits enjoyed in our home life include having chickens 
that eat our compost and provide us with fresh, organic eggs. We are able to walk or bike to support a slew of 
local businesses that offer more than products, but also relationships, a sense of community, and a reflection 
of our values. I believe these values we hold in our homes are transferrable to the businesses in our 
communities and are the key to sustainability. 
 
Direction 
 
As I continue on my personal journey I continue to seek rewarding opportunities to grow and achieve my goal 
of living a fulfilling life. My direction is to have a greater role in developing and incorporating sustainable 
business practices into my professional life. I believe sustainability provides direction to our course as a human 
community and to our businesses: economically, socially, and environmentally. Direction is necessary for 
sustainability to drive innovation and guide our development toward greater fulfillment. Sustainability provides 
me with a worthwhile direction where my ambitions may be rewarded in numerous ways that I find to be 
meaningful, purposeful, and valuable. 
 
Relationships 
 
In our increasingly interrelated world, human activities and experiences are interdependent on economic, 
social, and environmental factors. Sustainability promotes the development of relationships. As I mentioned 
before, the relationships we form in our local communities also support sustainability. I do not think anyone will 
disagree that relationships provide an enormous spiritual benefit. My relationships are the foundation for my 
life, providing the support I need, and maintaining my relationships is of the utmost priority. The value of our 
relationships is difficult to quantify because the benefits come in many forms providing us with meaning, 
purpose, and direction. It is important to understand sustainability as a values-based approach, just as with 
spiritual pursuits, as having many immeasurable benefits.  



 
Moral Ground 
 
Taking the above ideas beyond the self, I believe spirituality and sustainability also relate to morality. I define 
morality as how we treat others. This simple definition is not a divine code but provides me with a basic guide 
as to what I hope for in others. I believe there is an interdependent relationship among all elements of life. The 
implication of which is that what we create we are also bound to experience. Similarly, that which we seek to 
experience is related to the impact we have on others. I believe this has a direct correlation to the values of 
sustainability. 
 
In conclusion, I hope that in the vision of sustainability I have presented here, it is clear that we are responsible 
to one another not only in an economic, social, and environmental sense but also in a spiritual sense.  We 
cannot forget the sustainability of our spiritual resources that foster meaning, purpose, values, direction, and 
relationships. I believe the spiritual fulfillment we pursue through sustainability will not only guide our 
approaches but also allow us to experience the benefits on an interdependent and transcendent level never 
before possible. 


