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Endorsements From Charitable Givers and Philanthropists


“Chris Gabriel has written an inspiring call to action that defines generosity and delivers a masterful explanation of what it is, why it matters, and how to make it happen. WISEgenerosity is a must-read for everyone from professional philanthropists to young people seeking meaning and purpose in their lives.”

- Rodney Bullard, CEO of The Safe House and former head of The Chick fil-A Foundation

“Chris has been instrumental in helping our family foundation become more intentional in our giving and more engaged as a Board. Thanks to his guidance, we have gained a deeper understanding of the issues we care about most and are now able to focus our giving in a more targeted and effective way. Chris helped us to come together as a family and to engage purposefully and practically as we look to continue our tradition of productive giving into a fifth and sixth generation. We highly recommend Chris’s WISEgenerosity materials to anyone who wants to make a real difference in the world.”

-Thompson Turner, Bradley-Turner Foundation

“Chris and his principles on W.I.S.E. generosity set a foundation for our family’s way of sharing resources. His guidelines have opened opportunities to give enthusiastically and generously.”

- Susan Marshall, community leader

“No other book combines inspiration and implementation like WISEgenerosity. Having supported community revitalization efforts in my city and around the world, Chris’s work illuminates what successful giving is and how to make it happen.”

- David Allman, owner and chairman of Regent Partners








Endorsements From Entrepreneurs and Business Leaders


“WISEgenerosity is a powerful platform. Chris brings to life the ‘Why’ behind giving and then connects that motivation to each person’s unique ‘How,’ ‘What,’ ‘Where,’ and ‘When.’ The resulting outcomes are meaningful and effective.”

- Randy Street, vice chairman of ghSMART, coauthor of Who: The A Method for Hiring

“The world needs more people willing to band together, to break down barriers, and to unite to help their neighbors. WISEgenerosity explains why giving matters and how it delivers transformative power for individuals, communities, and society. Read this book and live out what it offers!”

- Blake Canterbury, cofounder and CEO of Purposity

“Many entrepreneurs see their ventures as a social operation—meeting a social need first and then generating profits as a result of meeting that need. For any entrepreneur who cares about leveraging their venture, energy, and resources to maximize their impact, WISEgenerosity is THE platform to produce optimal outcomes for your business, your family, and your community.”

- Michael Blake, High Score Strategies








Endorsements From Nonprofit Leaders


“In working with Chris for nearly twenty years, I’ve seen first-hand his passion for generosity and his commitment to excellence in giving. The ideas and resources in WISEgenerosity offer transformational potential to donors and nonprofits alike.”

- Bruce Deel, founder and CEO of City of Refuge

“Chris Gabriel’s WISEgenerosity succinctly connects the dots around the WHY, the HOW and the LASTING IMPACT of giving. The creation of legacy can feel complex. WISEgenerosity shows it is not. It is doable, necessary, and instrumental to a purposeful life lived with wisdom, impact, and satisfaction.”

- Bryan K. Clontz, founder and president of Charitable Solutions, creator of National Gift Annuity Foundation, and guest columnist with Forbes

“Chris has trained leaders, development officers, and donors for our organization at national programs and in local chapters across the country. He is one of the most productive advocates I’ve ever seen at providing giving tools that deliver results. WISEgenerosity is the source of those principles and practices.”

- Terry Balko, director of Resource Development Club Services for Boys & Girls Clubs of America (Retired)

“I have waited decades for a book to provide the valuable and much-needed wisdom in these pages. WISEgenerosity is the first and most comprehensive resource I have seen on such an important subject. Chris Gabriel writes from a position of experience and expertise. His authentic and compelling words will move the reader to make life-changing and life-improving actions.”

- Wayne Olson, international keynote speaker and author of Fundraising for Nonprofit Board Members, The Disney Difference, and Words of Encouragement








Endorsements From Professional Advisors


“Buying and taking action on this book will change your life! Chris has provided the blueprints to build happiness, enlightenment, and fulfillment for you and those around you. True success is defined by thriving relationships and productive resources, and WISEgenerosity is an amazing guide to achieving both.”

- Syd Walker, founder and CEO of Prosperis Partners

“As a CPA, I value rigorous analysis. As a nonprofit volunteer, I appreciate commitment to meaningful and effective community service. Chris combines a systematic head for doing good with a compassionate heart for purposeful impact. WISEgenerosity is a platform that professional advisors should understand and use.”

- Ellen Siegfried, principal with Jones and Kolb

“Working with special needs families, I appreciate the levels of generosity needed to navigate possessional, personal, social, emotional, and relational needs. WISEgenerosity points towards the things that matter most and prompts people to act in ways that benefit their loved ones, themselves, and others around them.”

- Kristen M. Lewis, special needs planning attorney in Atlanta, GA








Endorsements From Thought and Faith Leaders


“As humans, we are meant to give in service to something higher than ourselves, but our inherent generosity is threatened by dangers, deficiencies, difficulties, and distractions that also undermine our own happiness and fulfillment. WISEgenerosity offers a framework of protection, provision, power, and peace that transforms individuals, relationships, society, and the world.”

- Ryan West, founder and president of Paro Communities

“We live in a broken world. When you sense that the wind, waves, and current are against you, you need a wise guide to help you navigate those difficult waters. Chris Gabriel is just such a guide, and I believe the insights he shares through WISEgenerosity will help you discover the considerate, caring, and compassionate help you need to experience a life that matters.”

- Bill Britt, senior minister at Peachtree Road UMC

“WISEgenerosity is both a guide to living a meaningful life as well as an invitation to a life of abundance, kindness, and joy. I LOVE that Chris shares a view of generosity that makes it readily accessible to everyone! — YOU have something to share that somebody needs! Chris illuminates the path for you to be the person you long to be and live the life you most long to live — a life characterized by generosity…and overflowing with gratitude.”

- Kevin Monroe, founder of Gratitude Consulting, The Grateful App, and The Global Gratitude Society

“Hope and opportunity are the antidotes to despair and division in our society. Chris Gabriel delivers a powerful dose of these much-needed medicines. WISEgenerosity will help you to live more meaningfully and effectively as you serve your personal purpose, your family, your community, and the world at large.”

- Randy Hicks, president and CEO of Georgia Center for Opportunity
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WHERE DID THIS BOOK COME from? “Midlife crisis” would be the simplest first answer. Some people try to rewind their personal life odometer by buying a sports car (I’m too practical) or diving into vigorous youthful pursuits (I’m too uncoordinated).

Instead, I began to reflect some time ago on the most fundamental personal question we can ask ourselves: Why am I here? As the years went by, an outline to that answer started to take shape.

There are four pillars on which my life rested both then and now: spiritual (seeking good), relational (family and friends), professional (work and career), and communal (volunteer service). While they differed in levels of engagement, all four were important. Moreover, I wanted to be intentional about aligning these four pillars in a balanced way to find the life I was seeking.

This was progress, but I had traded one question for another: How do you live an aligned life?

I was drawn to the pursuit of meaning. It was important that the things I was doing mattered in some way. I also felt responsible for having a positive impact on others, based on the opportunities that had been given to me. I had been blessed abundantly in all four pillars of my life, and I wanted to share these blessings with others. This was a puzzle to solve involving purpose and productivity, and I struggled to see how the pieces fit together.

On March 28, 2013, the picture of an aligned life first took shape for me while I was driving home to Atlanta from Orlando. I know the date because, as the significance of the resulting quest became clearer over time, I went back to my calendar and looked up exactly when the proverbial light bulb came on.

In an effort to align my professional and communal interests, I was working pro bono for a national nonprofit organization, drawing on my prior career as a charitable fundraiser and my current one as a financial advisor. Having been invited by the local leaders in central Florida to consult with them, the visit focused on educating and inspiring successful entrepreneurs and the advisors who serve them. How could these business owners realize the full benefits of giving personally and financially for the betterment of their companies, their families, and their communities? That question related directly to my own quest to live an aligned life.

Long, solo car rides are good opportunities for me to clear my head and listen to audiobooks, podcasts, and other content I typically am too distracted to absorb fully. Traveling up I-75 that day, I played a message titled “Be Rich,”1 which talked about harnessing things that have transient significance (like money) in service to things that have more permanent significance (like changing lives for the better).

In the way a machine engages when the gears finally are aligned, a flood of thoughts and emotions started coursing through me. I felt a wave of gratitude for my loved ones—my wife, my children, my family, and my friends. Images of other people who had helped me throughout my life rushed into my mind: teachers, mentors, and others who had provided me with inspiration and support. Places bubbled up in my mind as well: the community groups where I’d volunteered, the schools I had attended, the youth organizations of which I had been a part, all the way back to the nonprofit hospital where I had been born.

It became clear in the moment that there was a common thread tying together all the important elements of my life: generosity. Generosity fulfilled my spiritual desire to seek good. Generosity defined my best role in the relationships I cared about. Generosity gave purpose to my professional work that previously had been missing. Generosity was at the heart of the community service I enjoyed and from which I had benefitted so richly.

At a rest area along the highway, I pulled off the road, overcome by these ideas and feelings and needing a moment to gather my thoughts. Extracting a pad of paper from the briefcase lying on the seat next to me, I started writing a stream of consciousness—page after page.

As my mind began to clear and I started to breathe more normally, a realization emerged. When asking, “What am I supposed to do in life?” the answer was, “Be generous.”


Your Connection to WISEgenerosity

Before going any further, you should know what to expect from this book.

WISEgenerosity synthesizes years of experience and exploration on the topic of giving across all dimensions of life. It is intended as a guidebook that you read, digest, and reference over and over again as you consider how to live your own best life of meaning and impact. I hope that you keep it readily accessible on a bookshelf or elsewhere where you can get to it easily when you need it. I also hope that you share this material with others who can benefit from the ideas and inspirations presented in it.

The book’s format is based on a method that has been developed to produce purposeful and practical giving. We will explore a series of questions—why, how, what, when, and where—and the answer to each question will result in a more refined understanding of your most generous life.

Your WISEgenerosity journey is meant to be interactive. In the book’s afterword, there are links to a journal in which you can make notes while you read, as well as links to study guides designed to help you make productive use of the material presented.

Above all, I hope that throughout these pages, you are drawn into the stories of the amazingly generous people who have touched me deeply. This project has changed my life, and I hope that it will be richly beneficial to you as well.

Let’s begin…
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SECTION 1 Living Generously—The Path to a Purposeful Life







Section 1, Part 1 Presenting WISEgenerosity


THE ROADMAP TO WISEGENEROSITY IN this book is divided into three sections:


	Living Generously

	Giving Wisely

	Experiencing WISEgenerosity



In the first section, we will explore how generosity applies to all areas of our lives and gives us purpose, meaning, and impact.

In the second section, we will look at ways in which giving is done wisely and well. We’ll also talk about where we should give, what we should give, and when we should give.

The third section explores meaningful and effective generosity. Each of us gives in accordance with our own unique abilities and interests. We also give alongside others who share complementary perspectives and priorities.

Along the way, we will encounter inspiration and guidance from some of the most generous people I know.

One of my favorite quotes related to giving is from the Roman philosopher Seneca:


The wise will give wealth either to good people or to those whom it may make into good people. He or she will give it after having taken the utmost pains to choose those who are fittest to receive it, as becomes one who bears in mind that they ought to give an account of what they spend as well as of what they receive. They will give for good and commendable reasons, for a gift ill bestowed counts as a shameful loss: they will have an easily opened pocket, but not one with a hole in it, so that much may be taken out of it, yet nothing may fall out of it.2



I especially love the line, “an easily opened pocket, but not one with a hole in it, so that much may be taken out of it, yet nothing may fall out of it.” This suggests freely sharing but with good sense and a commitment to the best outcomes for all involved. Such an approach to all aspects of life is meaningful and effective. In the pages to come, I will define this type of sharing with others as wise and will show how living and giving in this way is the optimal path to purpose and productivity—and to WISEgenerosity.






CHAPTER 1 [image: ] WISEgenerosity Is Key to a Meaningful and Effective Life


THINK ABOUT THE MOST SUCCESSFUL people you know—those with wealth, power, and status.

Are they happy? Do they radiate confidence and joy?

Are they enlightened? Do they seem illuminated by positivity and unburdened by cares and concerns?

Are they fulfilled? Are they grounded and able to navigate life’s ups and downs with poise?

Perhaps you answered yes, but it’s likely you answered no. “Success” seems to create its own pressures and problems. Especially in the social media age, those who seem to “have it all” may be struggling deeply in ways we can’t see.

Now think about the most generous people you know: relatives, neighbors, mentors, and friends.

Chances are these people are happier, more enlightened, and more fulfilled than anyone else in your life. It likely makes you smile just to think about them. Regardless of age or circumstances, they exhibit traits you admire—traits that you may wish you had more of.

It’s not a coincidence that successful people often struggle and generous people are usually fulfilled. The attributes that our society embraces and rewards are ultimately empty if they don’t serve a genuine purpose beyond merely satisfying ourselves. Celebrities, moguls, and titans frequently implode in spectacular self-destruction. Others closer to home can do likewise, or at least can damage connections and reputations when harmful selfishness bubbles to the surface.

In contrast, centuries of science, philosophy, and spiritual teachings affirm that generosity is an essential virtue of a life well-lived. Ultimate meaning and impact are measured not in dollars or followers or position or fame but in serving and supporting others in ways large and small.


We Are What We Give

True generosity is active, not passive. It is thoughtful and effective. It engages the emotions and the intellect. It builds up rather than tears down.

Genuine generosity nurtures the giver and elevates the receiver. It ripples out into our relationships and into our communities. It produces positive change unlike anything else in human existence, and it’s the primary antidote for whatever distress, division, and destruction negatively affects our lives.

It has been more than ten years since I started on my generosity journey. I have been led by inspiring guides, learned incredible lessons, had moving experiences, and dealt with more personal discovery and growth than I ever could have imagined. As the result, I have found a calling to harness the power of generosity myself and to support others who are doing likewise.

What about you? Perhaps you are in the middle of life, asking yourself questions similar to the ones I was asking myself: Why am I here? What really matters in life, and how can I pursue my most important goals purposefully and effectively?

Perhaps you are a few laps closer to the finish of your life, and you’re reflecting maturely on your legacy: What good am I leaving behind to benefit those close to me and in the world beyond?

Perhaps you are closer to the starting line, and you’re seeking direction as your life takes shape: What will define my life and steer me toward success in my relationships and with my resources?

Whatever your age and stage of life, generosity leads toward purpose and productivity—allowing you to be the best you can be while helping others be the best they can be.

Engaged generosity is one of the only universally positive human behaviors. When done wisely and well, there can’t be too much of it. Whether you are young or old, rich or poor, healthy or sick, happy or sad, secure or teetering on the edge, you benefit by giving and from giving. So does everyone around you.

Ultimately, what matters most is the meaning we share with others and the impact that radiates from ourselves out into the world. Nothing we own, nothing we accomplish, and nothing we care about will outlive us, except by how these elements of life affect others now and in years to come.

Generosity is essential and existential. We are what we give.




WISEgenerosity Is Key to Effective Living and Giving

Purposeful and effective generosity is the healthiest and most helpful approach to life. It is not a vague aspiration but is attainable through specific attitudes and actions unique to you. This book is a guide for living your optimal life of WISEgenerosity, which will help to transform our world in the process.




WISEgenerosity Combines Purpose and Practice

Philosophers from ancient times have recognized that life is relational; that is, our personal virtue is expressed largely in terms of how it affects others. We thrive when we enable others to do so as well. Likewise, virtuous behavior doesn’t happen on its own. It requires conscious effort combined with discipline. It requires asking the two most essential questions:


	Why are we here?

	And what do we do about it?



Wisdom is the combination of values and experience. It is produced by asking these questions and discovering the purpose (why) and the practice (what) that work best for you.
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Wisdom is applied virtue and values. Wise living reflects what you believe combined with how you behave. Both elements are needed. A meaningful life without effective action is unproductive. An active life without underlying meaning is pointless.

Wisdom can be acquired by assimilation or absorption. You can learn from the experiences of others, or you can be taught by your own experiences. The former is easier; the latter is more powerful. This book provides both avenues for learning: inspiring stories and useful tools combined with opportunities for you to build your own generous experiences.

Generosity is a way of living. It infuses itself into our lives and has the potential to affect everything we do for the better. The means by which living a generous life happens are attitude and action. A considerate attitude and caring actions enable the generous part of ourselves to be developed and expressed.

WISEgenerosity combines purpose (attitude) and practice (action) and is based on the answer to two other fundamental questions:


	What human attribute leads to the best life, regardless of situation or circumstances?

	
What human behavior is surest to produce happiness, enlightenment, and fulfillment?
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Based on years of research, reflection, observation, and engagement as a philosopher (“lover of wisdom”) and financial advisor, I suggest that the answer to both questions is generosity.

WISEgenerosity provides understanding and guidance about how best to live our lives. WISEgenerosity is also direct and engaging. You can explore the most important aspects of life in ways that illuminate and activate.

This book and its related materials are intended to inspire and engage readers of all ages and at all stages of life. My hope is that you find the ability to live with even greater meaning and impact when it comes to the things most important to you—family, friends, favorite activities, work, your community, and society at large.

WISEgenerosity is designed to lead you on a journey to discover and enjoy the practical expressions of your underlying purpose. Accordingly, WISEgenerosity combines the elements that bring generosity fully to life. It is a simple concept with infinite potential:


	WISEgenerosity believes that abundance triumphs over scarcity.

	
WISEgenerosity celebrates individual goodness and collective greatness.

	WISEgenerosity is radically optimistic and relentlessly realistic.

	WISEgenerosity sees potential in adversity and opportunity in need.

	WISEgenerosity reflects on small acts that can produce limitless impact.

	WISEgenerosity appreciates that what is inside each of us radiates out to all of us.

	WISEgenerosity celebrates the best of who we are and sees the even better people we can become.

	WISEgenerosity understands that bright light can overcome vast darkness.

	Most importantly, WISEgenerosity invites you to experience a force for good that underlies every positive relationship, strong community, and successful society in the past, present, and future.






WISEgenerosity Is W.I.S.E. Giving

It’s clear by now that I consider generosity essential to a good life. There is exhaustive evidence to prove this point: study after study and volume after volume of writings back me up.

Even so, generosity is not as widespread or as productive as it could and should be. In the pages to come, we will explore key questions related to maximizing the benefits of generosity—why, how, what, where, and when. For now, just remember this important idea: the best giving is W.I.S.E.:


	
Well-grounded

	
Inspired

	
Satisfying

	
Effective



Think back to our definition of generosity as considerate attitude + caring action.

Two dimensions of W.I.S.E. giving are internal, and they relate to the attitude of the giver: Inspired, Satisfying.

Two dimensions of W.I.S.E. giving are external, and they relate to the actions of the giver: Well-grounded, Effective.

An ideal gift can be considered in this same way. Imagine a scenario in which you have an opportunity to serve or support someone else:


	Your circumstances are Well-grounded. The resources and capabilities you need are solid and readily available.

	As you consider potential options, an Inspired choice comes to mind. Your plans will align perfectly with the needs of the receiver.

	When you receive great appreciation after you make the gift, the result is Satisfying. You take pleasure in having provided a meaningful resource.

	Ultimately, your generosity proves to be Effective. The item or experience shared is used well by the receiver and your goal has been accomplished.



Here is another way of mapping out a W.I.S.E. gift:



	

	Internal Factor

	External Factor




	Before the Gift

	Inspired

	Well-grounded




	After the Gift

	Satisfying

	Effective





Let’s consider an example to illustrate the point.

Imagine a child whose parent is seriously ill. This young daughter desperately wants to support her mother. The girl takes on odd jobs and puts aside the money earned. She dedicates time to combing through family photos, selecting snapshots that reflect special memories and happy moments. She then assembles the pictures into an album that she purchases with her savings and hand-decorates with her own drawings and writings.

The mother appreciates the kindness of this special gift and draws inspiration from it during her most difficult moments. The daughter is comforted by the acts of sharing her efforts and expressing her love.

This gift was Well-grounded (it involved both preparation and commitment), Inspired (genuine concern was reflected, as well as an understanding of what the recipient wanted), Satisfying (both the giver and the receiver appreciated the present), and Effective (support was provided for both the receiver and the giver).

Hopefully, W.I.S.E. giving is beginning to resonate with you, and you’re starting to realize how it is a useful guide for understanding healthy, productive generosity. In that vein, now is a good time to make a note about this book. As you’ll see, there are many frameworks and formulas offered as part of WISEgenerosity. Please know that these are meant as useful tools and not as rigid rules to follow.

Good giving is an expression of who you are: carefree or careful, structured or spontaneous, low-key or loud—even perhaps all of these things at one time or another. My hope is that you refer to these perspectives as inspiration and encouragement as you pursue a life of meaningful and effective service and support for others. Use what makes sense to you and pass over what does not.

For instance, the order of letters in the acronym “W.I.S.E.” is not prescriptive in the sense that “E” must follow “S” must follow “I” must follow “W.” You may be Inspired to give even before you are sure that a gift is Well-grounded. You also may wait to see if a gift is Effective before being fully Satisfied that it’s what you intended.

Any approach that works given the situation is fine. That said, since putting the letters in a different order—like IWSEgenerosity, WIESgenerosity, or IWESgenerosity—doesn’t have quite the same ring, we’ll stick with WISEgenerosity.





WISEgenerosity Is Transformational

Generosity is the most powerful force for positive transformation in the world. Properly understood and implemented, generosity improves everything it touches.

Generosity is a universal trait that is at the heart of humanity. It is evident throughout all of history.

Unfortunately, while generosity is normal, it is not natural. Altruism and compassion define us at our best, but past episodes and our own experience offer ample evidence that we often treat each other poorly and suffer as a result. For every selfless act of caring, there can seem to be many cases of human cruelty.

The seeds of generosity are rooted deep inside us, but the weeds of selfishness and the floods of fear can overwhelm them. Giving effectively and serving others is learned behavior, built over time through conscious decisions and deliberate effort.

The rewards of giving are evident. Our life circumstances can be marvelous or miserable, but generosity improves our condition regardless of anything else. Good giving makes us happier, more enlightened, and more fulfilled. It generates positivity everywhere and for everyone.

A generous life is built on a combination of self-awareness and concern for others. When we are living generously, we are committed to our own wholeness and dedicated to the wellness of those around us. We are loving others as we love ourselves.

Generous relationships are built on mutual affection and connection. Dedicating ourselves to the welfare of others is both energizing and elevating.

A generous society is built on shared opportunity and mutual respect. We care for each other and create conditions where all people can flourish to their full potential.

A generous world is built on commonality and difference. We connect through the beliefs that unite us rather than focusing on what divides us. Together we honor the past, engage constructively in the present, and work toward an even better future. We celebrate our distinctions and consider our disagreements as potential fuel for mutual improvement.

Here’s what generosity looks like when done wisely and well:
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The rest of this book is dedicated to exploring how to be generous and to understanding what generosity will produce in terms of blessings and benefits.








Section 1, Part 2 Why You Should Be Generous


LET’S START WITH “WHY?”

Simon Sinek delivered one of the most-watched TED Talks of all time in 2009.3 He presented a basic but powerful idea: great results come from prioritizing purpose. The concept is expressed in a diagram he refers to as “The Golden Circle”:4
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Sinek’s talk became a book (Start with Why: How Great Leaders Inspire Everyone to Take Action) and then a consulting practice focused on helping organizations answer the seemingly simple but often elusive question: “Why do we do what we do?” From there, it makes sense to consider, “How do we do what we do?” and then, “What do we do?”

As we consider WISEgenerosity, I suggest that asking the same questions in the same order—Why? How? What?—are important for us as well.

First, let’s tackle the question of “Why?”






CHAPTER 2 [image: ] The “Why” of Generosity: To Find Fruitful Purpose


WHAT IS OUR PURPOSE IN LIFE? Much of philosophy boils down to four competing views: Futility (that is to say, no meaningful purpose), Happiness, Enlightenment, or Fulfillment:
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Futility does not relate well to giving. The other three perspectives all connect fundamentally with generosity, although each in different ways:


[image: Image]



Futility

Futility argues that the universe is an accidental combination of forces. This worldview is entirely materialistic and is based on the belief that what we observe is all that exists. There is no larger purpose or meaning to life.

Likewise, existence is pointless. Each of us is a randomly assembled collection of space dust, here today and gone tomorrow. Eventually, we all are “annihilated” and returned to the void from which we came.
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Nihil is Latin for “nothing,” and the philosophy of futility is known as nihilism.5 While I suspect few people fully believe this ultimately bleak view of life, the influence of nihilism is evident in our society and is hostile to a culture of caring, compassion, and giving.

From a nihilist’s perspective, there is little or nothing we can or should do to promote or encourage generosity.




Happiness

Happiness also is grounded in the material world. While futility is inherently negative, happiness is inherently positive, and a person prioritizing happiness will aspire to make the best of what is around them.

Happiness is self-referential. Nonetheless, a life of thoughtful happiness recognizes others. Relationships are a critical component of life and a main driver of happiness.

Like many things in life, happiness tends to be sequential. We don’t instantly go from “zero” to “happy.” Happiness builds. With this in mind, here is a “Happiness Progression”:


[image: Image]


Pleasure is a common and, hopefully, everyday emotion. It comes and goes quickly: a smile from a loved one, a burst of laughter stemming from a good joke, the satisfaction of a tasty meal, and myriad other small delights are the building blocks of happiness.

Satisfaction comes from combining pleasure with purpose. Accomplishing a task or reaching a goal is meaningful, and rewarding work produces satisfaction.

Joy is the ultimate form of happiness, but it is rare and, when achieved, is hard to keep. It is the laser beam of multiple pleasures and satisfactions amplified together. We treasure each moment of joy we experience.

Giving is a ready route to happiness. This is the meaning behind the biblical adage: “It is better to give than to receive.”6 Our own happiness depends on those around us. Generosity enables us to lift up others and allows us to avoid the truth in the expression, “Misery loves company.”7

Happiness is good to experience but can be fleeting. It is shallow and finite. It is also linear in nature in that is has a beginning and an end. There is an ancient fable in which a great ruler asked for a phrase that would be true at all times and in all circumstances. The wise reply was, “This too shall pass.”8 Everything in the material world will end. This truth comforts affliction but threatens satisfaction.

Adam Smith was a professor of moral philosophy in eighteenth-century Scotland. He wanted to understand why people behaved the way they did, and he wrote down his observations and reflections. Most famous for the book Wealth of Nations, Smith’s first book of philosophy was the slimmer yet broader Theory of Moral Sentiments. In its very first line Smith says, “How selfish soever man may be supposed, there are evidently some principles in his nature, which interest him in the fortune of others, and render their happiness necessary to him, though he derives nothing from it, except the pleasure of seeing it.”9

In other words, it makes us happy to see the people we care about happy. Economics has been called “the dismal science,”10 but here the person considered its founder saw the connection between generosity and happiness.





Enlightenment

We can understand enlightenment from two perspectives: Western or Eastern. Western enlightenment relates to illumination. We seek light, not darkness, in life. Eastern enlightenment is about shedding unnecessary and unwanted possessions, behaviors, and attitudes in search of alignment with forces that exist inside of and beyond the self.

Western enlightenment emerged during the “Age of Reason,” from the late 1600s to the early 1800s. Western philosophers and scientists like Voltaire, Locke, Kant, and Newton elevated logic and individualism. One of the era’s lasting influences is the idea that history is positive and progressive. Generations build upon the knowledge and accomplishments of those who have come before them.

In personal life, Western enlightenment champions freedom. From the perspective of generosity, supporting others comes not from obligation or tradition but from recognizing in each other a shared humanity and a desire to improve the state of others alongside improving one’s own condition. These concepts are ingrained in Western culture to this day.

Because Western enlightenment is so familiar to us, we’re going to spend a little more time focusing on the less familiar Eastern perspective of purpose. Eastern enlightenment sees the universe as interconnected—both material and immaterial. There are things we can see and things we cannot see. Our individual lives are part of a larger whole. Perspective is situational and relative.

Buddha taught that a critical step in the path to enlightenment is giving.11 Life should be cooperative and not antagonistic.

The Buddhist concept of metta recognizes that every living creature seeks to experience good and to avoid feeling bad.12 In this understanding, people naturally want to produce positive outcomes for themselves and everything around them. Metta reflects an open heart seeking general goodwill and relates to the holistic concept of generosity that we are exploring.

There are many words for generosity in Buddhism. Two of them are dana and caga.13 Dana can translate as “distribution of gifts.” It is an action and relates to cause-and-effect expressed in the idea of “karma.” In Western terms, a similar idea is that “we reap what we sow.”14

Caga can translate as “a heart set toward giving.” It is an expression of metta.15 Caga describes the state of mind of the person who is doing the giving. Like our earlier reference to attitude and action being the basis of generosity, caga is an essential part of producing a positive impact for both the giver and the receiver.

The other positive purpose perspectives—happiness and fulfillment—understand individual life experience as linear. We pass through a series of stages, including childhood, youth, adulthood, and old age, as part of a singular existence. In contrast, enlightenment involves an ongoing cyclical process known as samsara:16
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In samsara, birth leads to life leads to death leads to rebirth. There are levels to this cycle, and a disciple on “The Path” seeks to move higher and higher over many lifetimes.

In Buddhism, the ultimate goal of this spiritual climb is nirvana, when the basic cycle of self ends. Nirvana liberates the disciple from suffering and ends the cycle of rebirth. Giving away and unburdening are essential to the disciple’s progress toward enlightenment.





Fulfillment

A purpose viewpoint toward fulfillment sees individuals as unique combinations of material and immaterial. It seeks positive engagement in both the physical world and the spiritual world. Fulfillment recognizes values and beliefs that supersede our individual selves.

The word fulfillment implies a final state, and fulfillment by nature is both orderly and progressive. It believes in cause-and-effect, the connection of the past to the present to the future, and the idea that there is another life after this one. Meanwhile, our individual time on earth is more of a journey than a destination. In the earlier diagrams, fulfillment is represented by a tree—a living, growing object with great substance and usefulness that grew from a tiny seed. This is a good analogy for WISEgenerosity.
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In fulfillment mode, generosity provides the means for our values to produce actions that, in turn, have the potential to create positive outcomes for ourselves and for other people. These actions can grow far beyond their small beginnings.

Fulfillment comes from orienting ourselves toward a purpose that is outside of ourselves; it also strongly opposes the futility perspective of life. In contrast to the happiness perspective, fulfillment does not always seek or produce self-oriented positive outcomes (although it can be the surest road to happiness in the right circumstances). Likewise, fulfillment does not pursue enlightenment by trying to shed the unwanted or the negative. Fulfillment can involve taking on burdens in pursuit of a higher goal or purpose.

The last point is an important one. This book is largely positive and shares many inspiring examples of generosity. At the same time, we know that life is not always sunshine and roses. In fact, one of the most powerful examples of fulfillment I’ve come across was inspired by profound suffering rather than by happiness.

Viktor Frankl was a successful Jewish physician in Vienna prior to World War II. He and his family were sent to concentration camps, where his parents, brother, and beloved first wife were exterminated by the Nazis. Dr. Frankl survived to write a truly remarkable book, Man’s Search for Meaning.

Prior to the war, Dr. Frankl had been developing a new form of psychology that he came to call logotherapy. The approach took its name from the Greek word logos, defined as “meaning.”17

Using his own story as an example, Dr. Frankl made the case in his book that “meaning” is an essential element of life. In the first half of Man’s Search for Meaning, “Experiences in a Concentration Camp,” Frankl described in awful detail what it was like in hell on earth. In the second half, he presented “Logotherapy in a Nutshell,” explaining how being in the camps provided lessons that later enabled him to make positive use of what was otherwise overwhelmingly dark and terrible.

Dr. Frankl’s life purpose in psychology was refined and amplified by his experiences as a survivor. In turn, his ideas and their impact were magnified many times over by the powerful and personal story he used to present them.

Dr. Frankl later added a postscript to the book called, “The Case for a Tragic Optimism.” In it, he suggests that there is a “human capacity to creatively turn life’s negative aspects into something positive or constructive. In other words, what matters is to make the best of any given situation.”18 I take this as another way of describing what it means to have an abundance mentality, even in the worst possible circumstances.

The ultimate message of Man’s Search for Meaning is that humanity “always allows for: (1) turning suffering into a human achievement and accomplishment; (2) deriving from guilt the opportunity to change oneself for the better; and (3) deriving from life’s transitoriness an incentive to take responsible action.”19 These all are measures of fulfillment.

Dr. Frankl looks at the half-empty glass and wants us to decide what else to put in it to benefit ourselves and those around us. The original book ends with a striking description of humanity at both its worst and its best: “Our generation is realistic, for we have come to know man as he really is. After all, man is that being who invented the gas chambers of Auschwitz; however, he is also that being who entered those gas chambers upright, with the Lord’s Prayer or the Shema Yisrael on his lips.”20 He understood that the ability to make good even from evil is at the heart of generosity.

Dr. Frankl endured real-life nightmares almost beyond imagining, and I am amazed by the purpose he derived from those experiences. I see his determination to share his sufferings with the world and to find meaning in them as fundamentally generous.




Purposes Expressed

At this point, I’m sure that professional philosophers are shaking their heads at the audacity of an amateur “lover of wisdom” trying to distill the idea of purpose into four broad categories. So allow me to double down on my hubris by offering a different way of organizing the four presented purposes:
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In this matrix, purpose aligns across two dimensions: spiritual versus material, and “positive” versus “negative.” Using such a tool, we can place ourselves somewhere on this grid in terms of our own orientation.

The matrix suggests that futility and happiness are material in nature. Each focuses on the physical world and our own direct experience with it. Enlightenment and fulfillment are spiritual in nature. They each recognize forces at work beyond the physical world and seek to engage meaningfully with them.

Meanwhile, futility and enlightenment are “negative” in orientation. The word negative is not ideal, because it gives connotations of something subpar or unwelcome. That’s not what I mean by negativity, particularly in regard to enlightenment. Instead, I think of enlightenment as about shedding unwanted or unneeded burdens and becoming lighter—less heavy or weighed down—in the process.

Fulfillment, on the other hand, is “positive” in that it is willing to take on burdens for the sake of a larger calling. Likewise, the word positive doesn’t necessarily mean that fulfillment is “better”; rather, it suggests the idea of stepping toward difficulties rather than away from them—adding elements to our lives rather than subtracting them. Meanwhile, seeking happiness clearly is a more positive approach than futility to living in the material world.

As you can tell, these are ideas I continue to wrestle with. I imagine that you do likewise, and I welcome your thoughts and feedback. In the meantime, perhaps the professional philosophers do have job security after all.




Further Reflections on Purpose

If happiness is the mayfly of purpose—here one minute and gone the next—fulfillment is the elephant—weighty and lasting. Meanwhile, Eastern enlightenment is more botanical—organic and growing and interconnected. Futility, in contrast to the other views, is the cancer of purpose. If invited in, it eats away at everything else.

My own perspective on purpose, as it relates to generosity and to life overall, tends toward seeking fulfillment. Much of modern American life relates to the “pursuit of happiness,” so here I offer a few thoughts about happiness versus fulfillment, in particular.

Fulfillment is produced by accumulated effort and experience. Unlike happiness, it is not purely circumstantial. As Dr. Frankl demonstrated, fulfillment and meaning are closely connected. Fulfillment can exist in good times and bad, in joy and in suffering. In this, it is more fully connected to life with its inevitable ups and downs.

The pursuit of happiness may include fulfillment, or it may not. The pursuit of fulfillment might result in happiness, or it might not. The best moments of our lives involve a combination of happiness and fulfillment. Moreover, joy (the highest expression of happiness) is produced only when meaning and circumstances align. Thus, we are most likely to experience joy in the course of pursuing fulfillment than we are in any other realm of purpose.

There is an essential tension at work here. In terms of daily living, we might choose to focus either on happiness or fulfillment. If we seek happiness, however, we are unlikely to find and retain it in isolation. Pursuit of our own agenda separated from others is self-defeating.

Why is it self-defeating? Life is not lived in isolation. We are “relational” creatures. There is a reason why solitary confinement is considered a higher level of punishment than being deprived of freedom on its own.

How do we pursue our own happiness while being surrounded by other people who are all doing the same thing? In any positive relationship, we care about more than just our own needs and goals. We recognize that our own happiness is tied to the other person’s. In order for relationships to thrive, there must be giving involved. In order for there to be optimal giving, there must be an interest in mutual fulfillment. Our purpose must include not only our own agenda but the agendas of others as well.





A Powerful Example of Fulfilled Giving

Reflecting on these ideas made me think of “The Gift of the Magi,” fiction by American writer O. Henry.21 If you are not familiar with the short story, it is powerfully bittersweet. Two poor newlyweds live together in a small apartment. It is Christmas. Seeking perfect gifts for each other, each spouse gives up something central to their own identity for the sake of the other. The young wife cuts off her beautiful hair and sells it to buy a platinum chain for her husband’s prized pocket watch, while the young husband sells his watch to give his wife a set of expensive and elaborate combs for her hair. Even though the resulting presents no longer have any practical use, the demonstrations of unselfish generosity reinforce the couple’s love for each other. The author ends the story as follows:


And here I have lamely related to you the uneventful chronicle of two foolish children in a flat who most unwisely sacrificed for each other the greatest treasures of their house. But in a last word to the wise of these days let it be said that of all who give gifts these two were the wisest… They are the magi.22



Rather than being an example of futility, as a nihilist would have anticipated, the couple ends up happy in their relationship because of their sacrifices.

Consider this story from the standpoint of W.I.S.E. giving. The resource each partner used was Well-grounded—valuable and readily accessible. The choice of each present was Inspired—selected sacrificially to benefit the other person.

What about Satisfying and Effective? A cynic would argue that the result was neither. Such a negative perspective does not account for the definition of generosity, however. The attitude of each giver was pure, and the actions of each giver were noble. O. Henry viewed the exchange as a beautiful success because it furthered the couple’s loving relationship in ways well beyond any material benefit.

Along these same lines, it seems to me that the pursuit of fulfillment in generosity can lead to happiness. I see no evidence to the contrary—that the pursuit of happiness outside of generosity leads to fulfillment. In fact, it strikes me clearly that a life lived selfishly and divorced from fulfillment undermines the pursuit of happiness as well.




Final Thoughts on Purpose

Both fulfillment and happiness are common objectives in American life, but they are not always aligned. The good news is that generosity can connect happiness and fulfillment through the relationships that are central to our lives. Making those connections is the focus of the later section on the “How” of generosity.
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Living in pursuit of fulfillment involves giving that is connected to purpose. That purpose can be internally generated or, more commonly, tied to an outside force like social justice or religious experience. Our purpose, in turn, can lead to happiness as we support the needs of other people in our lives and reinforce our own fulfillment in the process.

As noted in the introduction to this book, my initial reason for beginning this project was to find purpose and meaning. Understanding generosity to be at the center of my own experience has indeed produced more fulfillment and more happiness in my life. It also has led to enlightenment, as a clearer focus about priorities and pursuits has emerged in my spiritual walk, my personal life with family and friends, and in my professional and community service work. It has become easier for me to identify what is important and what is not, and to make both everyday and life-changing decisions using the tools and perspectives that follow. My sincere hope is that WISEgenerosity provides similar direction and support for you.

Considering purpose and meaning is weighty, and I hope that these thoughts and ideas resonate with you as well. As we move on from the philosophical to the practical aspects of giving, we will explore concepts that can help us to live generously.








CHAPTER 3 [image: ] The “Why” of Generosity: Abundance, Meaning, and Impact


FINDING A FRUITFUL PURPOSE is not the only reason we should pursue a life of generosity. There are several other “why” factors that move WISEgenerosity from merely a philosophical concept to an actual way to live our lives. Three of these practical whys are:


	Abundant Living

	Adding Inward Meaning

	Building Outward Impact



Let’s consider these ideas as we strive to better understand what “generosity in action” means.


Abundant Living

The original working title of this book was The Abundance Imperative. The tension between abundance and scarcity struck me then—and still does now—as central to understanding generosity.

A central choice we make in life is how we decide to view ourselves in relation to everything around us. Do we seek to serve or to be served? Are we comfortable with what we have or are we always seeking more? Such questions are at the heart of our attitude and our actions.

If we are lifted up by abundance, we always will have enough, no matter how little we own. If we are weighed down by scarcity, we will never have enough, no matter how much we own. Our alignment with abundance or scarcity affects the way we live and determines our ability and willingness to give.

An abundance mentality embraces positive change. It focuses on making the most of what is available. It is humble and considerate. Abundance offers an open hand extended from an open heart.

In contrast, a scarcity mentality is wary and skeptical. It focuses on taking advantage of what is available. It is dismissive and self-absorbed. Scarcity holds a closed fist that protects a closed heart.

Abundance is not connected to material wealth. In fact, there can be an inverse relationship between having possessions and living abundantly. The endless striving of materialism is a primary driver for a scarcity mindset.

If we are wealthy, abundance encourages benevolence. If we are poor, abundance promotes sharing. On the other hand, if we are wealthy, scarcity prompts hoarding. If we are poor, scarcity tempts stealing.

“Life gives to the giver and takes from the taker” is an ancient proverb.23 Jesus similarly taught: “Give, and you will receive. Your gift will return to you in full—pressed down, shaken together to make room for more, running over, and poured into your lap. The amount you give will determine the amount you get back.”24

Other spiritual traditions hold that giving taps into a rich vein of abundance flowing through the universe. Kindness multiplies itself with benefits for giver and receiver alike.

Abundance leads to a virtuous cycle of generosity, strong relationships, and fulfillment.

Scarcity leads to anxiety, alienation, and emptiness.

Living abundantly involves recognizing the reality of good or bad circumstances, but also seeking to harness whatever resources are available—time, talent, treasure, social connections, emotional engagement, relational opportunities—in service to positive engagement. An abundance mindset seeks to overcome difficulties and to take advantage of opportunities. Likewise, WISEgenerosity seeks to build on the potential of any situation and make it better.
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