
THIS PAST BRUTAL WINTER, after a run of several 

sleet-filled snow days with my husband, four kids 

and me cooped up at home staring at each other, we 

were all desperate for a distraction. That is the “nice 

mom” way of saying if we didn’t get out of that house, 

someone was going to get hurt. I was secretly playing 

Survivor—family edition—and I was about to vote 

someone off the island! Then, hallelujah, the roads 

were finally safe, and we found one of our favorite 

restaurants in Covington was open. Limited menu, 

but we would have eaten stale crackers if it meant we 

didn’t have to eat them at home. We bundled up and 

loaded up, all six of us, and headed out. The place 

was warm, and the food was bountiful. So bountiful, 

in fact, that after an hour of stuffing ourselves, we 

ended up with two overflowing take-out boxes. We 

loaded back up for a routine drive home—only we 

encountered something that changed all of that.

A few blocks away from the restaurant, we saw 

an older man slowly walking on the 

side of the road. A small bag in tow, a 

light layer of clothes, but no coat; his face was so red 

and brittle it looked like it might shatter. Remember, 

these were the days when it was 15 degrees at night 

and in the 20s during the day. It was clear he had 

nowhere to stay warm. My husband stopped the 

car abruptly, and the kids lifted their faces from the 

screen glow of their electronic devices to ask what 

was going on. 

My husband approached the man with our 

overflowing boxes of leftovers and asked if we could 

drive him somewhere warm. As he inhaled his first 

meal in days—the lukewarm abundance that we 

almost discarded—my children sat silently and paid 

attention. Really close attention. My husband came 

back to the car and asked me for whatever cash I had 

in my purse. I happily handed it over, and he gave it 

to the man while we made arrangements to get him to 

a motel for the night. 

Fifteen minutes of our time and a few bucks 

had just simply served a man in need, but it had 

forever changed my children’s lives. In our 

overly privileged community and their overly 

indulged lives, they witnessed firsthand 
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true human need and basic human 

philanthropy. We didn’t do anything 

special; everyone I know would have 

done the same. But their firsthand 

experience of this precious man’s 

emotions—his hunger, his freezing skin 

and his pure gratefulness—exposed 

them to the deepest levels of empathy 

and compassion. I am so grateful to that 

stranger for giving that to my kids. 

In our community, with such 

affluence, busy schedules and the ever-

present pressure to “keep up with the 

Joneses,” it can seem difficult to find 

opportunities to expose our children to 

true need and give them the chance to 

have an impact on the world around 

them. I would beg to differ, however, 

and offer that those opportunities are 

around us everywhere and every day. 

If teaching your children about 

giving of themselves and their resources 

is important to you and your family, 

there are lots of things you can do to 

make it a part of your life.

Set the example—and talk about 

it. The most important step we can take 

in teaching our kids about philanthropy 

is to do it—in front of them—and 

discuss it as you do. If you give to your 

place of worship on Sundays, let them 

put the envelope in the basket and talk 

about why you support your church in 

that way. If you are making food for a 

family that needs help—a birth, a death, 

a diagnosis—let them help with the 

preparation and share about how you >>

92   InsIde northsIde

would be so grateful for the help if the 

situation were reversed. Make it real for 

them, and it will become part of their soul.

Show that giving is a privilege—

not a punishment. Guilt is a short-

term motivator, but true generosity 

becomes a part of who you are. It feels 

very different when we talk about how 

sad it is that some families go hungry 

at night instead of talking about what 

a gift it is to be able to fill someone’s 

belly. As children, we all learned to eat 

our peas because “children were starving 

in Africa.” I suggest we teach our kids 

that giving someone peas makes their 

stomach full like ours are every night. 

It is a very different emotion to share 

in a common good then it is to simply 

alleviate our own guilt. Make it fun and 

positive—that is how they learn.

Use their passion as a spark. If 

your child loves animals, have them 

research local non-profits that serve 

our four-legged friends. Love horses? 

Try New Heights. Love dogs and cats? 

Try the Humane Society. If your child 

loves to camp, share with them that 

there are families living in tents in our 

community because they don’t have 

homes. Family Promise is working 

to serve those homeless families in 

our own backyard; look into that. If 

academics are a strength for your child, 

have them work with organizations 

that serve special-needs kids; they will 

quickly see that their ability is a gift to 

be appreciated. If your child loves to 

use your power tools, have them cut the 

lawn of your elderly neighbor down the 

street. Use their desire as the driver for 

their philanthropy.

Make a spend “some, save 

some, share some” rule. When kids 

are learning to manage their money, 

teach them that when they want to 

spend, they should also being setting 

aside portions to save and to share. 
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When they learn from a young age that 

every dollar has a portion to put away 

and a portion to give away, it makes 

them think differently about money. 

Kids want to contribute to things; it 

empowers them. We teach them that 

they can make a difference and change 

things for the better when they have 

their own “bank” of money to give away. 

And that is a very powerful lesson. 

Find a way to sacrifice to serve. 

I have a dear friend who, every year, 

leaves her family and the comforts of 

home to travel to Central America on 

a medical mission. Two weeks, no 

running water, sleeping on cots in the 

hot sand, rationed food and limited 

hygiene—all to provide basic medical 

care to a population who would 

otherwise never get it. It takes her away 

from her own husband and kids, costs 

her a great deal of their money, she gets 

no sleep, is physically exhausted—and 

she wouldn’t miss it for the world. This 

year, she took her sixth-grade daughter 

along with her. And guess what? It 

changed her daughter, who noted in her 

writings about her experience, “these 

families … they don’t even have a house, 

or air conditioning, or a bathroom, or a 

shower. They take showers in a pond. 

… There were no mattresses to sleep on 

and it was sad. One thing is true—they 

always have a smile on their faces, and 

that made me happy.”

If you expose your children to the 

wonderful privileges of generosity, it 

will become part of who they are. Our 

family often talks about that dear man 

we met on a frigid winter day. It has 

become a familiar verse in the story of 

us, a piece of their memories and their 

experiences. And I am hopeful it will 

continue to shape them as they grow into 

responsible, caring and generous adults. 

Because after all, at the end of the 

day, it feels really, really good. 


