
Chapter 28

Renewable Pleasure for a 
Sustainable World

 7. The Law of Renewable Pleasure

Because we all share this planet earth,

we have to learn to live in harmony and peace

 with each other and with nature.

This is not just a dream,

but a necessity.

—Dalai Lama XlV

In this final chapter, we’ll look at how understanding pleasure can help 

us solve the planetary crises that face us, and along the way, dispel a few 
more outdated myths. Geologically speaking, we have entered the brave 
new world of the Anthropocene, the epoch where human activity directly 
affects the earth’s climate and environment.1  Many biologists believe we 
are already in the throes of a sixth mass extinction that could wipe out 
90 percent of all species living today.2  When confronted with such huge 
problems as overpopulation, climate change, environmental pollution, and 
nuclear annihilation, it’s easy to feel overwhelmed and sink into despair 
or turn away in denial. After all, what can I, as just one person, do? And 
what on earth does any of this have to do with feeling good? The answer 
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is a lot, as the following story illustrates:
One dreary Chicago winter morning, I was waiting for a local com-

muter bus at the Lincoln Park stop. The muffled sound of cars plowing 
through furrows of thick, gray slush from the previous night’s snowfall 
softened the hard, urban edge. The air, the asphalt, the buildings, even 
the condensing breath of the commuters bundled in their thick jackets 
and scarves were heavy with grayness. I was halfway through my first year 
of medical school, and the workload was getting to me. The novelty had 
given way to endless days of lectures and cramming lists of facts. I was 
pitying my grim fate when the bus heaved to a stop and the folding doors 
opened with a pneumatic blast.

Ernie, a heavyset black bus driver, greeted me, as he did everyone, with 
a broad smile and a rich, baritone drawl, “Welcome to the Happy Bus! 
Come on in and take a ride. You’re looking mighty fine this glorious morn-
ing!” Refusing to be bowed by the banality of his job or the bleak weather, 
he brightened everyone’s day with his light banter and infectious laugh 
and roused me from my self-pity. He was conducting his own mobile 
ministry, preaching the gospel of joy for no other reason than to celebrate 
the extraordinary miracle of being alive. Ernie was en-thused (filled with 
God), a beacon of possibility in an expressive wasteland. My father used 
to say, “Some men are sources of light; others shine in their reflection.” 
Ernie was certainly a source. He understood one of the deep secrets of 
renewable pleasure: The surest way to get love is to give love. Renewable 
pleasure is the pleasure we freely give to one another and is what makes 
us uniquely human in the best sense of the word. And as we shall see, 
renewable pleasure holds a critical key to our collective survival.

Technology can’t save us from ourselves

Because we are the cause of our current predicament, it requires a distinctly 
human solution. Unfortunately, we are in denial of this simple truth. 
Like a sick person looking for a new drug to ease their symptoms and 
avoid having to change how they live, we are focused on discovering the 
next technological breakthrough so we can go on living as usual, but a 
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bit “greener.” Making it through the narrowing evolutionary bottleneck 
is going to take a lot more than quantum computing, gene splicing, and 
putting out the recycle bin once a week. 

We have a perverse proclivity to use our mad genius for good and 
for ill. We can light a city with a nuclear reactor and destroy it with a 
thermonuclear bomb. We have eliminated the scourge of small pox and 
weaponize super viruses. We invent software and corrupt it with malware. 
We create the World Wide Web and use it to commit crimes. Technology 
can’t save us from ourselves. If we don’t radically transform our human 
heart and the way we live together on the planet, the Anthropocene will 
likely be one of the shortest “scenes” in the geological record. 

The threats that face us are the symptoms of a much deeper problem, 
and it’s not overpopulation. If it were simply a matter of population, all 
7 billion of us could stand shoulder to shoulder within the 500 square 
miles of Los Angeles or fit more comfortably in an area the size of Texas 
in an urban sprawl the density of New York City.3 

The problem is not how many of us there are, but how much each 
one of us wants and what we want. The problem is our voracious appetite! 
In 2015, global human consumption required the resources of 1.7 earths 
(on a renewable basis). Yet, only a small proportion of the human pop-
ulation overconsumes. The richest 20 percent of households account for 
three-quarters of the world’s income and consume nearly 80 percent of 
the natural resources.4  To put this in perspective, 80 percent of the world’s 
population lives on less than $10 a day, and half (three billion people) 
lives on less than $2.50 a day.5  As a result, a staggering 30,000 to 60,000 
people die each and every day from hunger alone.6 

While the standard of living for humanity as a whole has increased 
dramatically—even the wealthiest kings of old could not travel faster than 
a horse or call someone on a cell phone—very little has changed on a 
relative basis. A small privileged elite continues to consume the lion’s share, 
supported by vast legions of Third World wage-serfs in what amounts 
to a kind of global neofeudalism. Even billionaires (the 0.1 percent) are 
beginning to talk about the evils of wealth disparity, not out of guilt but 


