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…The salvation of the human world lies nowhere else than in the human heart, in the human power to reflect, in human modesty, and in human responsibility.


Vaclav Havel








As soon as you notice the slightest sign of indifference, the moment you become aware of the loss of a certain seriousness, of longing, of enthusiasm and zest, take it as a warning. Your soul suffers if you live superficially.


Albert Schweitzer








It just seems our species is happier when we are good.






Goodness is not guaranteed. A life of principle requires practice….


from Unless, a novel by Carol Shields








If there is any kindness I can show, or any good thing I can do to any fellow being, let me do it now, and not deter or neglect it, as I shall not pass this way again.


William Penn
















Introduction






During my sophomore year in college I embarked upon a quest for inner peace. I yearned for relief from a persistent lack of purpose and meaning in my life. I began to study various philosophies and religions, hoping I would discover within them that elusive inner peace I sought. One evening, I was talking with a rabbi about my struggle to understand and experience faith. He told me not to worry about faith, that it didn’t matter what I believed. “What matters,” he said, “is how you live and what you do.” These words eventually led me toward my life’s work and to a realization of what inner peace is all about.


I stopped questing for inner peace, but not because I had “found” it. Rather, I realized that inner peace is not a thing to find; it follows inevitably from what we do. When we act peacefully, living with compassion and respect for everyone—people, animals, and the earth—we experience greater inner peace. Moreover, we help bring peace to our world.


This book is based on a very simple premise: when we do the most good and the least harm through our daily choices, our acts of citizenship, our communities, our work, our volunteerism, and our interactions, we create inner and outer peace. I call this way of living “MOGO,” short for “most good,” and it has become the guiding principle of my life.


The MOGO principle is simple in theory, but it asks much of us. It requires a willingness to learn new information so that we might continually reexamine our lives with the greatest good in mind and commit to conscious and deliberate choice-making for the benefit of all. Doing so calls upon us to live with integrity, courage, wisdom, perseverance, and compassion. While at first glance this might seem quite challenging, embracing the MOGO principle is deeply rewarding. It puts us on a lifelong journey that helps us realize peace within ourselves as well as create a peaceful world.


I realize that it can be very hard to imagine a peaceful world given the state of things: the horror of war, poverty, genocide, and human oppressions; the escalating degradation of the ecosystems on which all life depends; and the terrible cruelty that is perpetrated institutionally on animals. Yet we humans have faced seemingly insurmountable problems in the past, and we’ve triumphed many times. Apartheid in South Africa was eliminated. Mahatma Gandhi showed us that nonviolent resistance can topple an empire; and women gained the right to vote in democracies across the globe. Many people could not have imagined the end to many injustices prior to their demise. And, although humanity’s cruelties and failures persist, our positive achievements are enormous and unstoppable. These positive achievements have happened because individuals like you have chosen to make a difference.


Some may be pessimistic that MOGO living can truly change intractable problems and create a peaceful, humane, and healthy world. Yet the MOGO principle is not just for the optimistic. Walking the MOGO path is joyful and meaningful in and of itself, and inevitably restores our hope as we, and others who share our vision, persevere and create healthier lives and a healthier world. As former Czech Republic president, Vaclav Havel, has written: “I feel a responsibility to work toward the things I consider good and right. I don’t know whether I’ll be able to change certain things for the better, or not at all. Both outcomes are possible. There is only one thing I will not concede: that it might be meaningless to strive in a good cause.”1.


 




MOGO is not only the guiding principle of my life, it is also the foundation of my work as a humane educator—a teacher who fosters respect and compassion for all, and helps people become problem solvers and changemakers for a better world.


Since 1985, I have been teaching both youth and adults about what is happening on our planet to people, animals, and the environment, and I have been offering them the MOGO principle as a way to make their lives more positive, healthy, and helpful. After several years offering humane education classes and courses, I realized that we needed an education revolution in which all teachers became humane educators by incorporating relevant information about living sustainably, peaceably, and humanely into their existing curricula, and all schools included humane education as a subject.


I cofounded the Institute for Humane Education (IHE) in 1996 to help realize this ideal, and IHE has been training people to be humane educators and providing humane education programs ever since. We offer the first Master of Education degree focused on humane education in the United States, a Humane Education Certificate Program (HECP), and MOGO and humane education workshops and courses. People from all over the world have enrolled in our programs and workshops to learn how to be effective and inspiring humane educators and advocates for a better world, as well as to learn how to live their lives more deeply aligned with their values.


I have written this book as a humane educator who wants everyone to adopt the MOGO principle, both for themselves, and for the sake of the planet and all who share it. If you have picked it up because your search is primarily personal, you will discover that the path toward your own inner peace and health is the same path that will help others. It is, quite simply, much easier to be at peace with yourself if you actively pursue a MOGO life because your actions will be aligned with your values. When we feel the most conflicted inside and the most ill at ease, it is usually because we are not living with integrity; that is, not living according to what we know in our hearts and minds to be most good. Living with MOGO as a guiding principle opens us to growth, joy, renewed and renewing energy, and many and varied opportunities in life, work, and relationships.


If you have picked up Most Good, Least Harm because you want to help improve this world we live in, you will find many suggestions and ideas in the chapters that follow, and you may also discover that following this path significantly improves your own life. If you have ever thought that the search for inner peace was a navel-gazing retreat from the world, you will find the opposite prescription here. MOGO calls for active service and engagement.


 


Although my rabbi friend gave me an important piece of wisdom when he told me not to worry about what I believed, but rather about how I lived and what I did, I have come to recognize that our beliefs are quite important. What we believe largely precedes and underlies how we act.


What I have come to believe and what I hope you will also come to believe is this: it matters that each of us chooses to lead a MOGO life to the best of our ability. I have faith that if we each decide to live our lives based on this principle, we will not only discover greater inner peace, but we will also help bring about a genuinely peaceful and humane world.


I don’t pretend to know the perfect MOGO path, let alone live it perfectly. I know that you and I will differ in our choices on this path. I know that I have as much to learn from you as I hope you have to learn from me. What matters is that we commit to the path, however we each come to understand it.


Imagine if people everywhere were committed to MOGO living. Imagine if socially responsible, humane, and environmentally sustainable companies and institutions became the norm. Imagine if governments stopped subsidizing corporations and systems that pollute and destroy, and instead supported initiatives to create sustainable, clean energies and technologies. Imagine if we promised each other and ourselves that we would solve the problems we’ve created and improve all of our lives in the process. Imagine the world we would create. Imagine the joy and inner peace we would experience.


We are already on the way to creating such a world. The question is, will we succeed?


The answer begins with each of us, which means it begins with you and me.

















PART 1


LOOKING INWARD















This is not a how-to book with prescribed choices for doing the most good and the least harm. It is, instead, a call to define for yourself your deepest values and to live accordingly, and this call is followed by practical information and guidelines that will help you achieve this goal. Part I offers you keys for discovering not only what is most important to you, but also what will help you traverse the MOGO path in a way that it is as healthy, joyful, and positive for you as it is for all whom your choices affect. By looking inward, you will lay the groundwork for a life that consistently does the most good and the least harm.

















1. The Most Good, Least Harm (MOGO) Principle in Practice






As I wrote in the introduction, I am a humane educator. Humane education examines the challenges facing our planet—from human oppression, to environmental degradation, to animal cruelty, to escalating materialism—and invites people to live intentional, examined, and meaningful lives that solve the problems we face. Humane education includes four elements:




	
1. Providing accurate information about the issues of our time so that people have the information they need to confront challenges


	
2. Fostering the 3 Cs: Curiosity, Creativity, and Critical thinking, so that people have the skills to meet challenges


	
3. Instilling the 3 Rs: Reverence, Respect, and Responsibility, so that people have the motivation to face challenges


	
4. Offering positive choices and tools for problem solving, so that people are empowered to make healthy decisions for themselves and the world, and solve challenges




These are the elements I use as a humane educator, and I have incorporated them into this book so that you, too, will have the knowledge, tools, and desire to make MOGO choices. But as the reader, you will first need an element for yourself, the fifth element: to actively and consciously cultivate what I call the 3 Is: Inquiry, Introspection, and Integrity.


Inquiry


In order to align your life choices with your values, you will need to inquire about the effects of your actions (and inactions) on yourself and others. Although we are always stumbling upon knowledge that shifts our choices and life direction, bringing conscious inquiry to life means that we continually ask questions that lead us to the information we need to make thoughtful decisions. Asking questions is liberating because we develop greater understanding and discover more choices with our new knowledge.


Introspection


As you ask questions and gather information, if you are to make meaningful changes, you will need to introspect—to look inward and see where the confluence of new knowledge and your life choices lies. It is likely you will periodically feel some conflict between your habits, desires, and the truth of what you have learned, but this is why a commitment to introspection is so important. When we dive below our surface desires and habits, we are able to discover our deepest visions, dreams, and commitments, which can also be quite liberating.


Integrity


As you open your heart and mind to inquiry, as you acquire the information you need to make informed and conscious decisions, and as you introspect, you are then called upon to act in accordance with your new knowledge and your deepest values. This is integrity, and it brings with it inner peace.


 




Together, these 3 Is help you to bring your dreams and hopes for a healthier and more joyful life—and a better world—to fruition. They make MOGO living possible by informing your everyday decisions, as well as your career, relationships, political involvement, volunteer work, recreation, and all of the ways in which you participate in creating positive change.


So far, this is all rather theoretical, so I’m going to explain how MOGO works in practice. When I teach, my students learn how to analyze products, structures, and systems, and they come to realize that there is much that is harmful in our world. In age-appropriate ways, I teach them about persistent and escalating problems and abuses behind many products, foods, clothing, and recreational options in their lives. But then, as they learn to effectively use their critical and creative thinking capacities toward imagining solutions, they begin to envision healthy and humane products, and better and more sustainable structures and systems. They discover that they have the ability to make a positive difference. Then they often make personal choices to divest themselves of those things that cause suffering and harm, as well as become change agents in an effort to bring about a better world.


In one of the activities we do, students analyze and discuss different behaviors and products, and answer the question, “Which does the most good and the least harm?” Students might compare riding a bicycle to using public transportation, driving a highly fuel-efficient car to driving a large SUV; or they might contrast a fast food hamburger to a hamburger made from grass-fed cows to an organic veggie burger. (for more information about fast food.) They might examine the effects of a cotton T-shirt produced in an overseas sweatshop, to a cotton T-shirt produced closer to home, to an organic cotton T-shirt, to a secondhand T-shirt from a local thrift shop. (for more on cotton T-shirts.) They might consider spending $3 a day on sodas or junk food from vending machines, versus $3 a day on healthy snacks. Or they may also consider bringing food from home and donating a percentage of their spending money to help others. There is always plenty to discuss and debate, and much to take into consideration when accounting for the effects of a choice on oneself, other people, animals, and ecosystems.


By also examining systems that perpetuate problems, these students discover that systems can change, and that their voice and involvement can make a difference. For example, they might learn about corporate charters that give corporations the rights of citizens without the concomitant responsibilities, and then learn about efforts to modify corporate charters so that companies can still pursue profits without harming the environment, people, or animals. (Please see page 100 for more information on such efforts.) Thus, not only do they become aware of the impact of their own personal choices on food, products, entertainment, and transportation, but they also learn about the power they have as citizens and members of the work and volunteer force.


As people learn to think in these ways, they generally come to discover that the MOGO principle can have far-reaching and very profound effects if put into practice by large numbers of people. Although there are rarely perfect answers to complex problems, there can be a perfectly simple principle for making choices—the MOGO principle.


As straightforward as the MOGO principle is, carrying it out in our daily lives can sometimes seem complex. Periodically, we discover a conflict between what feels best for us personally and what is likely best for other people, or what we think is best for a whole ecosystem and what might be best for individual animals, or what appears best for a specific group of people and what seems best for the environment, and so on. There will be many times when none of the individual choices within your view are ideal, and you may feel that the effort to consistently make MOGO choices is either irrelevant or too arduous.


For example, I’m typing this book on my laptop and I cannot imagine how I could do my work without this amazing machine. Yet computers are currently filled with metals that are mined in a destructive and highly polluting manner, and their components are often produced in factories where laborers suffer health problems from working with the toxic chemicals involved in computer production (and who also frequently endure sweatshop conditions). Additionally, since the “lives” of computers are so brief, these toxins wind up causing significant pollution if we discard them in landfills or incinerators.


As someone committed to living a MOGO life, what am I supposed to do with this conflict between my ethical goals and my practical need for a computer? How can I help solve the problems associated with computer use even as I rely on a computer? And, since computers represent only one example of products that come with problems, how can I address such challenges wherever and whenever they appear? What’s the MOGO answer?


First, we can use the 3 Is, while recognizing that we may not always have perfect solutions in place right now. We can learn about the effects of our choices (bring our inquiry), figure out MOGO choices taking everything we’ve learned into consideration (introspect), and make MOGO choices to the extent we can (live with integrity). If ideal solutions and choices aren’t available, then we can employ what I call the 3 Vs—our Voice, our Vote, and our monetary Veto—to transform systems, structures, businesses, and governments so that they, too, do the most good and the least harm.


In the case of my computer, I can educate people about the problems inherent in current computer production; support those working to create clean electronics and ensure that computer components are recycled safely; and engage in the democratic process to promote fair and safe labor standards worldwide. When I use my voice or money in favor of solutions, and vote for legislators who share my commitment to restorative, sustainable, and humane technologies, I help bring about positive change.


The MOGO principle can—and must—become the ethic that guides governments, institutions, and corporations, not just individuals. There are too many systems in place that we cannot change simply through our personal choices (such as toxins in electronics). Our world needs a revolution of values in which the MOGO principle takes root deeply and inexorably, so that we change structures that are myopic and dangerous into ones that are visionary and safe. But this won’t happen unless individuals like you commit to playing a role in such a transformation. If each of us does this, we will not have to decide between our ethics and the available products and systems in place to meet our future needs. Collectively we will have resolved such problems as toxins in electronics.


Down the road, I believe we will see clothes, personal care products, transportation, appliances, food, electronics, and much more produced without destruction to the environment, without the exploitation of laborers, without cruelty to animals, without the production of toxins, without disposal systems that result in pollution, and with renewable and clean fuels. At the same time, more of us will discover that rampant consumerism is not satisfying or sustainable anyway, and we will begin to find greater joy through healthy interactions with each other and the natural world, only choosing products to meet our needs and strongest desires, and not to satisfy every whim or fill internal emptiness with stuff.


The evolution toward such a world is both essential and possible. With shifts in the way we think and changes in educational, political, and corporate priorities, we can make the world evolve. But these changes won’t come about without a group of people working to make this vision real. And this group will not come from one political party, one socioeconomic bracket, one religion, one age group, or one nation. It will form from people across all spectrums of life who want future generations to thrive and survive; who cannot bear the rapid extinction of species or the despoiling of our earth; who believe in justice and equality; who long for meaning and joy; and who are committed to doing the most good and the least harm. It will be both our individual lives and the collective movement growing from our combined efforts that will transform the world into one in which our choices are healthy, sustainable, peaceful, and just.


MOGO is a way of assessing choices; it is not a cookie-cutter formula. What is most good and least harmful will often be somewhat subjective and need to take into account many variables. It will be up to you to decide for yourself. The challenge is to do so with commitment, honesty, and integrity.


 




You may wonder whether bringing the 3 Is to every choice and employing the 3 Vs wherever entrenched problems exist might turn your life into a state of constant analysis and weigh you down with a moral nag. That hardly sounds like it would bring much inner peace. The truth is that you could become caught up with every detail of your life and drive yourself crazy, but that would definitely not be MOGO.


Instead, you can bring open-minded effort and commitment to examined choice-making to the decisions in your life—what you buy, eat, and wear; what you do for work; how you participate in creating positive change; how you take care of yourself—all without berating yourself for being imperfect. If we ask what will do the most good and the least harm (or sometimes, what will simply do more good and less harm) in relation to these and other choices, we set the stage for far-reaching positive effects rather than for personal purity.


Ultimately, when we choose the MOGO principle we will:




	
[image: image]Have a simple, helpful, and meaningful guide for every choice, conflict, issue, and life decision we will ever face


	
[image: image]Cultivate our own wisdom and kindness


	
[image: image]Increase our freedom from others’ imperatives, whether these come from advertisers, social norms, the media, or individual people telling us what we should or shouldn’t do


	
[image: image]Improve our own lives without unknowingly or unjustifiably harming others or the environment to do so


	
[image: image]Stay honest


	
[image: image]Remain humble, open, and nonjudgmental


	
[image: image]Balance strong concerns with level-headed choice-making


	
[image: image]Develop our self-discipline and equanimity


	
[image: image]Free ourselves from the specter of guilt, indignity, or shame caused by unreflective, inhumane, or rash decision-making


	
[image: image]Be liberated from the oppressive pursuit of perfection




Seen in this way, what at first might seem like work turns out instead to be an opportunity for a better life for ourselves, everyone our lives affect, as well as our environment.




We’re all aware of the Golden Rule to “do unto others as we would have them do unto us.” Whether phrased in the positive or negative (don’t do unto others what we wouldn’t want done unto us), this “rule” is integral to every major religion and has been prescribed by philosophers over millennia. In the King James version of the New Testament, this rule reads: “And as ye would that men should do to you, do ye also to them likewise.” Buddhist scripture asks: “A state that is not pleasing or delightful to me, how could I inflict that upon another?” In Islam: “None of you truly believes until he wishes for his brother what he wishes for himself.” In Judaism: “What is hateful to you, do not do to your fellow man. This is the law: all the rest is commentary.” Plato wrote, “May I do to others as I would that they should do unto me.” And the British Humanist Society left it simply as, “Don’t do things you wouldn’t want to have done to you.”1. There are many more versions from Hinduism, Taoism, Sufism, Jainism, Confucianism, Zoroastrianism, and numerous spiritual traditions among indigenous peoples across the globe, but I think I’ve belabored the point enough. The Golden Rule is a foundational principle among humans everywhere.


But now our complex world requires a new Golden Rule, one that enables us to put into practice the original Golden Rule universally. In a world in which our clothes, food, transportation, fuel, products, and homes come to us through a web of connections that extend around the planet, we need a principle to guide us so that we actually can do to others, no matter how geographically distant, as we would have them do to us, and refrain from doing to others that which is abhorrent to us. Most good, least harm is that principle. MOGO calls upon us to raise our awareness and connect the dots between ourselves and others whom our life impacts so that we can make sure that we are not being abusive or oppressive, and instead are increasing joy, health, and equality for everyone.















2. Seven Keys to MOGO






It is easy enough to say that if we do the most good and the least harm, our lives will improve and our positive impact on the world will increase significantly, but to actually live the MOGO principle, it helps to use the following seven keys:


 


Key 1—Live Your Epitaph


Key 2—Pursue Joy through Service


Key 3—Make Connections and Self-Reflect


Key 4—Model Your Message and Work for Change


Key 5—Find and Create Community


Key 6—Take Responsibility


Key 7—Strive for Balance


 


There are likely other keys that you will discover on your path, but by using these seven as a guide, you’ll have solid, helpful tools to put MOGO into practice; achieve your goals; stay balanced, healthy, and peaceful; and contribute to a better world.


Key 1—Live Your Epitaph


Imagine that you are very old, approaching the end of your life. You’re sitting on a park bench, remembering a time when we humans killed and exploited one another, despoiled our planet, abused animals, and allowed our neighbors around the world to go hungry. While you are breathing the clean air on our now safe and healthy planet, and thinking about that dark period from your past, a child comes up to you. The child has learned about that dangerous, destructive time in history class and asks you, “What role did you play in helping to bring about the world we have today?”


What will you tell this child?


Please consider this question for a few minutes before you continue reading.


 


Each day of your life you are part of creating this child’s future. When you do the most good and the least harm, you set in motion the forces that will make a healthy and humane future possible for generations of all species on earth. Your response to the question above is a way of answering, “What would I like my epitaph to be?” If you can imagine an epitaph that feels worthy of your life, then you can choose to live it—to embody and realize your goals and values more consciously and effectively.


To lead a MOGO life, each of us must determine our deepest values and live accordingly. Each of us would write a different epitaph, and each of us would interpret our vision of a MOGO life in a unique manner. I have three friends and colleagues, Melissa Feldman, Khalif Williams, and Kim Korona, whom I admire immensely because they endeavor to live their epitaph each day of their lives. They are vibrant, honest, generous, and an inspiration to me, each in their own way. And they also live very differently from one another, which reminds us that there is no best epitaph to live, and no one model for a MOGO life. As you read about them in the next few pages, notice the variety of ways in which they have interpreted MOGO living and how they are manifesting their desired epitaph.


Melissa Feldman


Melissa was raised in an upper middle class home by compassionate, environmentally conscious, and loving parents who rescued stray dogs and cats, and recycled before it was commonplace to do so. She, too, was deeply empathetic and caring, finding herself, for example, refusing to go to the zoo as a young child because it depressed her to see the big cats pacing back and forth in their small cages.


When she grew up to be a tall, slender, and beautiful young woman, she discovered opportunities in the fashion industry. Attracted by the glamour, salary, and travel, and the chance to mix with the rich and famous, Melissa first became a model and then was hired to work for a renowned designer.


Melissa found herself living in two worlds: the world of her deepest values and the world of her career, which demanded certain behaviors and attitudes. She complied with the requirements of her job, building a callous shell that allowed her to reject the hopeful teenage girls who came to audition for modeling opportunities—without even addressing them by name. She began to choose friends based on their appearance, not their personalities or their character.


The growing conflict between Melissa’s deepest values and the requirements of her job became difficult to reconcile. One day, she was asked to create a fashion show for fur coats. She struggled to justify a fashion show that caused such unnecessary cruelty and suffering to animals, but she couldn’t do it. The next day she quit her lucrative job and left her high-status career. She took a low-paying job at a humane society and later went back to school to earn a Master of Education degree.


Since then, Melissa has been giving others the critical thinking tools to resist advertising’s influence. Through her innovative program, Circle of Compassion, she tells young people her story, teaches them to become adept at analyzing the messages that come their way through the media, and explains what happens in the sweatshops behind brand names and to the animals killed for fur. She’s taken her enormous creativity and style and designed brilliant activities that people of all ages love. She parades around a classroom in the huge eyeglasses she wore in the 1970s and asks her students what they think of them before replacing them with her current pair and asks them again. She carries a little blue Tiffany bag and invites students to shout out their assumptions about her based on her bag, then follows with a Victoria’s Secret shopping bag, and then a Wal-Mart plastic bag. She asks them if they can recognize a brand simply by its color, and pulls out a navy blue bag, folded in such a way that the company’s name is hidden. Her students quickly shout out the Gap. By the time she’s done, no student can listen to a jingle without realizing how thoroughly media messages have invaded their ideas and even their beliefs, all without their consent, their effort, or even their awareness. All leave with new skills for identifying their values and living accordingly. All begin to reassess what matters most to them.


Melissa is fifty years old, and lives simply and happily these days in a two-bedroom apartment in Boston that she shares with a roommate. She is honest, funny, warm, and kind. She never speaks poorly of others and is one of the most trustworthy people I have ever known. She still enjoys shopping and she dresses very fashionably, but now she buys her clothes based on her values. She fosters rescued greyhounds, makes handmade gifts for those she loves, and makes friends based on their personalities, not their looks. And she teaches the next generation how to avoid the mistakes she made when she was young.


When I asked Melissa to tell me how she interprets the MOGO principle, she answered this way:




MOGO starts with me. As they say on the airlines, in case of a loss of oxygen, put on your oxygen mask first and then help your kids put on their masks. I believe that I deserve to have a good and happy life, even though others are suffering. This was a hard concept for me to understand years ago. At the same time, one of the cardinal philosophies of my life comes from Helen Keller, who said, “I am only one, but still I am one. I cannot do everything, but still I can do something. I will not refuse to do the something I can do.” So I start with myself, but I don’t end there.


My major efforts to create positive change include being a humane educator and living a life that models my message. I also write letters and make phone calls. I had a volunteer job that I really liked, working every Saturday for several years for a nonprofit that provided low-income women with interview suits. That was a great match for me.


I like to help people directly, but I don’t give money to every person I see who is homeless. My rule is [that] I buy the local homeless paper, Spare Change, whenever I see it. Sometimes that means I buy a paper every day. I also give to people who are homeless if they have a child or an animal. These are arbitrary rules that have more to do with me than with the actual needs of others, but these rules help me get through the day.




It might seem like Melissa faces no conflicts in her choice-making or that she always knows how to follow the MOGO principle, but she does experience challenges.




It’s hard at times to do what I think is best. For example, I’m still using disposable cameras. I’ve convinced myself that I will borrow someone’s digital camera if I really need to take a lot of pictures, or I’ll just break down and buy one, or I’ll wait for someone I know to get a new one and give me their old one. As a result of my wishful thinking but total inaction, none of these things have happened, and I’m still using film and disposable cameras. The thought of researching which camera to buy and which company has the best track record, or the least bad as far as pollution and employee treatment go, is daunting. So I’ve chosen the nonchoice, and every time I buy one more disposable camera, I say to myself that this will be the last one. [Several months after Melissa told me this, a friend gave her a used digital camera, so she is now no longer using disposable cameras.]


Another obstacle I face is composting. I live in an apartment in Boston, but I still could do it. My partner lives in the wilds of New Hampshire, and I could simply bring my food scraps to his place every weekend or connect with someone who has one of the city gardening spots in my neighborhood. And yet, I haven’t so far.


Two other issues that have been on my mind are the prisoners at Guantánamo Bay and women’s rights, particularly in Africa. I have done nothing but talk about these issues. I have not written one letter, made one phone call, or donated one dollar to help.


I guess the way I think about these challenges is this: I do the best I can for today. I’m comfortable being uncomfortable with some of my choices. I know that I’m moving in a direction of greater compassion, and overall I’m throwing more positive energy out into the universe than negative. I don’t want to punish myself into composting. I know I will get to it and to many other things on a long list. I don’t think putting negative, shaming, berating energy into the world will help make it better.


At a certain point, I will become uncomfortable with some of my less-than-MOGO choices and make compassionate changes. For example, I already have taken steps to minimize electricity for heating and cooling. In my top floor apartment, we now make it through winters in Boston without ever putting on the heat. I’ve come up with some tricks in the summer to minimize air conditioning, and soon I will have to replace my AC unit with a newer unit that is more energy efficient. But still, I do want AC. I think I ultimately will feel good about the choice, knowing I’m making an environmentally unfriendly choice in the most friendly way possible. I can live with that.


To refer back to another one of my examples, I guess my concern about women in Africa had been ruminating somewhere inside me despite my outward inaction. As a result and quite by accident, I have a new friend, Barbara, a refugee from Liberia. We met on the subway when Barbara asked me for directions. Out of that accidental moment, a friendship has developed unlike any other friendship I’ve ever had before. Barbara has been an unexpected gift in my life and as a result of being open to this chance encounter, I not only have more community, love, and friends in my life, but I have also been able to be of service to Barbara and her family in small ways.




What does Melissa want her epitaph to say?


“Melissa did some good and had some fun along the way.”


I love Melissa. I love her acceptance of herself and others, her nonjudgmental attitude, and her perseverance. She is a role model of all these qualities for me. When I am busy judging, I think of Melissa, and I remind myself that the way to manifest MOGO includes acceptance and a positive attitude.


Khalif Williams


I met Khalif Williams in 2001 when he attended a workshop I led at Haverford College near Philadelphia. He was so engaged, eager to learn and share, and full of enthusiasm and vision. I have led many workshops and met many people in my work, but Khalif so stood out that when I ran into him six months later at a conference, not only did I recognize him, I also remembered his name—a rarity for me. Khalif joined our staff at the Institute for Humane Education in 2002 and became our executive director a couple of years later.


Khalif, who is thirty-five, and his wife, Amy Bramblett, have two children and live in a beautiful five-hundred-eighty-square-foot house that Khalif designed and built himself, with some help from friends in the community. Khalif and Amy had bought a small piece of land, cleared it themselves, and did everything possible to make the house ecologically friendly. They live without electricity. Almost all the windows and doors have been salvaged, as have most of the interior wood paneling and stairs. They heat with wood, mostly waste softwood found locally or cut right from their property, refrigerate with block ice (purchased or homemade, depending on the season), and light with oil lamps. They plan to install solar electricity eventually, which will eliminate their lamp oil consumption and ice purchasing in the summer. As Khalif says:






The old joke about running water applies to us: when we want water, we just run outside to the pump and get some. We keep a fifty-five-gallon rain barrel full of water in the loft for washing which is gravity fed to the kitchen sink. Bathing, at least for now, takes place in the middle of the living room floor in an eighty-gallon livestock watering trough, Japanese style. Our baths usually take less than three gallons of water, and we get just as clean as when we lived with a full shower. We’ve actually come to prefer this way of bathing. I’m currently in the process of building a bath-house where we’ll bathe and take saunas. We also use a composting toilet, producing “humanure.”




Khalif’s family eats a lot of seasonal, local food, as much organic as they can afford, and a little packaged food from time to time. They use only biodegradable cleaning products and very little of them. They purchase very few new items and prefer secondhand for almost everything. They own very few things that they don’t actually need.


Khalif’s lifestyle is quite different, not only from Melissa’s but also from most people in industrialized countries. It’s possible that his lifestyle sounds extreme to you, but the vast majority of the people in the world live more like Khalif than like the typical reader of this book. Khalif didn’t grow up living the way he lives now, however. He was raised in northwestern Pennsylvania, and his family had as many material possessions as the average family in the United States. He watched lots of television, and no one in his family paid attention to the impact of the food they ate or the products they used.


Khalif has chosen a different way of life because it is important to him to minimize the harm he causes to others and the environment. The more equilibrium he can create in his life—giving back as much as he takes, creating little waste and actually using what others call waste, increasing the positive impact he has on the world—the better he feels. As he says, “It gives me great satisfaction. I don’t think I’ve reached any sort of perfection. Far from it. I’m a million miles away, but trying is very fun.”




Khalif goes on to say, “There is nothing difficult or special about living as I do. It seems much more difficult to do anything else. Others may experience greater convenience living a more typical life, but that’s only because the conveniences are paid for further upstream.”


What would Khalif want his epitaph to say?


“Khalif Williams gave all he had, took only what he needed, and would have loved you with all his heart.”


A few final words about Khalif: he and his family don’t live an isolated life in the woods. They have created an extraordinary community. This community helped him build his home, and he helps everyone else in the community, too. They’ve established a bimonthly work party in which about a dozen families gather every other Sunday at someone’s house to join together and work on projects. They bring food to share; the children in the community play together (and help as they are able); and when the work is done, everyone enjoys a meal and makes music. If ever there were a richer, more meaningful, more joyful life, I’ve yet to witness it.


Kim Korona


I met Kim Korona when she enrolled in our Master of Education program. Just out of college, Kim was young in age but wise beyond her years. I took to calling her the kindest person I know. I still introduce her this way—much to her dismay, as Kim is also one of the most humble people I’ve ever met. I suppose that’s not very MOGO of me, and I should probably stop introducing her like this, but Kim is simply my MOGO role model for kindness.


Kim is now twenty-seven years old and a humane educator at HEART, where she teaches humane education classes to middle and high school students throughout New York City. She has also created her own group, Chrysalis, whose mission is to bring environmental preservation, human rights, animal protection, and media literacy organizations together to promote holistic collaboration and education.


Kim grew up in a lower middle class family in Detroit, Michigan, but as a child she did not think about her family’s socioeconomic status. Her parents provided for all of her and her sister’s needs, working opposite shifts so that one of them was always home, a sacrifice she has only recently begun to appreciate. Growing up, her family lived in a racially diverse neighborhood, until slowly all of the white people began to move away, including her family. This move significantly affected Kim, making her question segregated communities and appreciate diversity. Once she was an adult, she chose to move back into a racially and ethnically diverse neighborhood in Detroit’s inner city before her move to New York.
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