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Historical context 

The modern English word ‘generosity’ derives from the Latin word generōsus, which means 

‘of noble birth’. Most recorded English uses of the word ‘generous’ up to the C16th reflect 

an aristocratic sense of being of noble lineage or high birth.  

During the C17th, the meaning and use of the word began to change. Generosity came 

increasingly to identify not literal family heritage but a nobility of spirit thought to be 

associated with high birth. In this way generosity increasingly came to signify a variety of 

traits of character and action historically associated (whether accurately or not) with the 

ideals of nobility: gallantry, courage, strength, richness, gentleness, and fairness. 

During the C18th the meaning of ‘generosity’ continued to evolve towards the more specific, 

contemporary meaning of open–handedness and liberality in the giving of money and 

possessions. This more specific meaning came to dominate English usage by the C19th. 

These historical associations arguably still inform our contemporary cultural sensibilities; for 

example: 

 Generosity has not long been viewed as a normal trait of ordinary, or of all people, but 

rather one expected to be practiced by those of higher quality or greater goodness. 

 Unlike truth telling or not stealing, generosity is more an ideal toward which the best may 

aspire and achieve than a ‘democratic’ obligation that is the duty of all to practice. 

Arguably again, this two–tier understanding may have the effect of ‘excusing’ the majority 

from practicing generosity because of their more ordinary perceived status. 

Contemporary philosophy argues that the dominant conceptions of generosity in the West 

are insufficiently unconditional and betray expectations of reciprocity. But true generosity 

does not differentiate between more or less deserving recipients, nor does it rely on the 

expectation of return. Rather, it is an unconditional openness to the Other, an opening of 

oneself to otherness in a way that is willing to have one’s own identity called into question. 

Jacques Derrida has developed this line of reflection into an assertion of the impossibility of 

gift. As soon as something is recognised as a gift, the receiver becomes indebted and obliged 

to offer a return; free gift thus collapses into economic exchange. A gift can only exist so long 

as it remains unrecognised by both giver and receiver.  

Discussion  Does a desire for reciprocity (as opposed to a ‘gift’ made contingent on return) 

taint generosity? How about when generosity is understood fundamentally in terms of a gift 

of self, offered in the hope of establishing relationship with some other? 
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The Real Power of Generosity 

Sharon Salzberg  

When we think about generosity, most of us probably don’t think immediately of a powerful 

force, an inner resource, a real tool for changing how we relate to ourselves, to others and 

to our world. 

Instead, we may think of it similarly to how we think of kindness or compassion — qualities 

that are gentle, tender, potentially self-effacing, and perhaps even more aligned with 

weakness than strength. Largely this is because, culturally, we think of generosity purely in 

terms of the act of giving something up for someone else. This dynamic, by definition, 

implies at least some degree of self-sacrifice. 

Generosity is more than just ‘giving up.’ Generosity generates its power from the gesture of 

letting go. Being able to give to others shows us our ability to let go of attachments that 

otherwise can limit our beliefs and our experiences. It might be in our nature to think, ’That 

object is mine for X, Y or Z reason.’ But that thought can simply dissolve. This doesn’t just 

happen passively; we choose to let it through the cultivation of generosity. It is in that choice 

to dissolve that we carry ourselves to a state of greater freedom. 

Our attachments might want to put a cap on our generosity and say, ‘I will give this much 

and no more,’ or ‘I will give this article or object if I am appreciated enough for this act of 

giving.’ But it is through the practice of generosity that we learn to see through the 

attachments, and create space for ourselves. 

This doesn’t mean generosity eradicates all attachment automatically or immediately. When 

we practice the act of simply observing our attachments through acts of generosity, they 

loosen. They become less opaque, less solid. In that place, we can find greater spaciousness 

in our minds and tap into a greater sense of inner happiness. 

From there, we can continue a deep investigation, cultivating further strength and flexibility 

to look at everything in our experience this way. 

In other words, generosity can make us happier! According to sociologists Christian Smith 

and Hilary Davidson in their book The Paradox of Generosity, there is a scientific, inarguable 

connection between generosity and happiness. They surveyed 2,000 individuals, all from 

different classes and races, over a five-year period about their spending habits and lifestyles. 

The participants who identified as ‘very happy’ were those who reported volunteering for 

5.8 hours per month; among those who donated more than 10% of their income, 

participants reported lower depression rates. 

Smith and Davidson also found that participants who were emotionally generous in 

relationships — through giving love and emotional availability — were in much better health 

(48%) than those who were not (31%). In short, being able to step outside of oneself and 

give is an essential ingredient for happiness.  

https://onbeing.org/author/sharon-salzberg/
http://www.ssireview.org/book_reviews/entry/how_giving_keeps_on_giving
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Living a Life of Generosity  

Rev. Linda Lawrence  

As I was reflecting on the topic of generosity, I realised what a scary subject generosity is. 

We are often afraid to be generous. It feels risky. Being generous means making a valuable 

commitment to someone or something. At the same time, generosity requires letting go of 

something else we value: our money, our time, our attention, our talents, our sense of 

security. We get touchy when our sense of ownership of any of these things is threatened. 

The ethos of scarcity impacts our lives at nearly every turn. We want to hang onto what 

we’ve got in case there’s no more to be had. If we are generous, we fear we may end up 

paying for our generosity in some negative way. We may be ‘hit up’ again or pressured to 

give more than we are comfortable giving. Perhaps we’ll be sorry we gave anything at all 

because we might decide we’ll want or need it back for ourselves!  

What would it feel like to conquer our fears about giving? What does it feel like to give 

without judgment or pressure, without a sense of superiority or entitlement, without 

implying a sense of dependence or debt in the recipient? What if we didn’t care about the 

tax deduction, having our name in the donor column of the brochure, or the social pressure?  

Author Piero Ferrucci says that ‘the true benefit of generosity, for the giver, is not a material 

advantage but an inner revolution.’ In other words, true generosity helps us to relax in the 

knowledge that we value people more than things. True generosity increases our flexibility 

and our ability to take risks. It helps us connect and feel part of the whole rather than feeling 

isolated and separate.  

Generous people are happier than miserly people. Generous people feel better about 

themselves and have greater peace of mind. They are generally kinder and more content. 

Generosity does not mean giving all one has to give to the point of depletion. Self-awareness 

and healthy boundaries are important. But, according to Ferrucci: ‘Generosity is exactly this: 

to give that which is dearest to us. It is an act that transforms us. After it, we will be poorer, 

but we will feel richer. Perhaps we will feel less equipped and secure, but we will be freer. 

We will have made the world we live in a little kinder.’  
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Reflections… 

1. Where do you experience a feeling of abundance? Are there places in your life where 

you think life or other people have been generous to you? How does thinking of those 

things make you feel?  

2. Have you ever experienced generosity as coming with a price?  

3. How do you balance self-care and generosity toward others?  

4. What did you learn about generosity growing up? How have you learned to be generous?  

5. What does it mean to you to have generosity of spirit?  

6. How do you utilise your talents and skills to give to others?  

7. Do you have a powerful experience of receiving generosity from others?  

8. What is the most generous you have felt? Was it a gift of time?  money?  talent? 

emotion?  something else? 

9. How do you feel about selfless giving?  

10. In what ways are you not generous, or have stopped yourself from being generous? 

Which areas of your life do you feel the most scarcity, like you don’t have enough to 

give? Why?  

11. Do you think generosity is ‘contagious?’ 

12. What influences your readiness to be especially generous? 
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Quotes on generosity 

One must care about a world one will never see…    

Bertrand Russell 

Real generosity toward the future lies in giving all to the present.    

Albert Camus  

A man has made at least a start on discovering the meaning of human life when he plants 

shade trees under which he knows full well he will never sit.    

D Elton Trueblood  

Everyone goes to their death bearing in their hands only that which they have given away.  

Persian proverb  

Generosity of spirit to me is the upstream movement against all the logic of economics and 

institutional life and power relationships. It’s this upstream movement that simply says ‘I’ll 

give it away and I don’t need anything in return’. And what I’ll give away is sometimes 

material, but often it’s time, energy, personal presence, or some sort of blessing to another 

person.    

Parker Palmer  

A wise woman who was travelling in the mountains found a precious stone in a stream. The 

next day she met another traveller who was hungry, and the wise woman opened her bag to 

share her food. The hungry traveller saw the precious stone and asked the woman to give it 

to him. She did so without hesitation. The traveller left, rejoicing in his good fortune. He knew 

the stone was worth enough to give him security for a lifetime. But a few days later he came 

back to return the stone to the wise woman. ‘I've been thinking,’ he said, ‘I know how 

valuable the stone is, but I give it back in the hope that you can give me something even 

more precious. Give me what you have within you that enabled you to give me the stone.’  

The fragrance always remains in the hand that gives the rose.    

Mahatma Gandhi  

Sustainability, ensuring the future of life on Earth, is an infinite game, the endless expression 

of generosity on behalf of all.    

Paul Hawkes  

Rarely do we realise the wealth of sympathy, kindness and generosity hidden in the soul of a 

child. The effort of every true education should be to unlock that treasure.    

Emma Goldman  

True generosity is where you give your all, and yet feel as if it costs you nothing.    

Simone de Beauvoir  
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I’ve learned that you shouldn’t go through life with a catcher’s mitt on both hands. You need 

to be able to throw something back.   

Maya Angelou 

When someone asks you for a favour, just say 'yes' without hesitating and without thinking. 

Don't make any room for equivocation or evaluation. Say yes and think late. With repetition, 

you'll break down the tension between giving and paying that taints ordinary giving. You'll 

slowly approach the freedom of pure giving.   

Franz Metcalf 

Giving is a miracle that can transform the heaviest of hearts. Two people, who moments 

before lived in separate worlds of private concerns, suddenly meet each other over a simple 

act of sharing. The world expands, a moment of goodness is created, and something new 

comes into being where before there was nothing. True giving is not an economic exchange; 

it is a generative act. It does not subtract from what we have; it multiples the effect we can 

have in the world.   

Kent Nerburn 

The Buddha spoke about three kinds of giving: beggarly giving, friendly giving and kingly 

giving. Beggarly giving is when we give the least of what we have. We give what we don't 

really need, what we would never miss, what we might have otherwise thrown away. 

Friendly giving is when we give what we use and like – not our very best – but what we can 

afford and might appreciate having as a gift ourselves. Kingly giving is of a different order 

altogether. It is when we give the very best of what we have, when we give more than we 

keep for ourselves, when we give more than we can afford, when we give with no 

expectation of reciprocity. We give because the joy of generosity far exceeds the paltry 

satisfaction of hoarding or displaying wealth. We give because this very life is a gift itself and 

wants to be completely used up, wants to spread perfume around everyone it meets.   

Catherine Ingram 

 

http://www.spiritualityandpractice.com/teachers/teachers.php?id=244&g=

