The Wisdom (and Action) of Elders

84-year old Betty Dempsey of Harper Woods, MI is leading a green revolution in her local supermarkets. When she realized she couldn’t buy the organic, non-toxic and biodegradable products she wanted at her regular store, she went straight to the manager. “I told her I wanted them to carry products that are non-toxic to eat and use and that are good for our ecology.” Her advocacy worked, and now she is taking her eco-friendly shopping message to other stores in her area.

Her action was inspired by Stewards of the Earth, a group of senior citizens who meet monthly as part of the Center of Lifelong Learning for Active Adults at St. Peter the Apostle Catholic Church in Harper Woods, MI. The group engages in personal study and sponsors environmental events for the Detroit community on topics ranging from the global Earth Charter to the local Southeastern Michigan Watershed Program. Director Claudia VonDrak says, “We want to help people understand how environmental action at every level affects citizens of Detroit.” She notes that their motivation is spiritual: “They are engaged in this work because of a voice from within that even though they are older adults, they can still make a difference. They can still teach others that we don’t own God’s earth and we need to leave it a better place than we found it.”


Dempsey agrees. She says that she and her colleagues care for the earth not for themselves, but for those who will follow them: “Our motto is ‘we do not inherit the earth from our ancestors; we borrow it from our children.’” 

