A Donor’s Journey – The Learning Curve of Giving
Have you ever looked back on your journey as a donor?  How did you begin and where are you now?  What did you learn along the way, and what has emerged as the core purpose of your giving today?

Giving is something we learn and grow with over time, as is true of much else in our lives.  In Inspired Philanthropy: Creating a Giving Plan, authors Tracy Gary and Melissa Kohner discuss the learning curve of giving and list six stages they see in the journey (these follow in italics).  The first step is simply becoming a donor.  “Personal and religious values, family background, business and social pressure, ego, and heartfelt responses to the world around you” are some of the motivators for initial giving.  Typically, beginning donors give small amounts to more and more groups, gradually becoming overwhelmed with requests and experiencing a diminishing sense of satisfaction as “check writing” continues over time.

For people of faith, I believe many of us get over the hump of dissatisfaction that develops in stage one because of a sense of being “called to give” and a willingness to engage in reflective processes.   Our reflections quite naturally lead us into the second part of the donor’s journey: we look at our giving patterns and get organized.  This usually means establishing some priorities based on our interests and values and learning to say “no”, with the result that we give larger gifts to fewer organizations.  

In stage three we may know what groups or issues interest us, but we realize how little we know about what we feel drawn to give to.  We begin rather purposefully looking at a group’s annual reports, newsletters, and financials.  We may also further our own learning by volunteering, researching issues or taking advantage of site visits and donor events that put us in closer proximity to the organization’s board members, staff and persons served.  
By stage four we have a growing concern with results and evaluation because we are more focused on making a difference.  As people of faith, our giving generally has two possible “dimensions” – giving to ministries of compassion and/or giving for social change or justice.  Personal stories, relationships and values perhaps connect us more deeply to one or the other.  By now we may also be wrestling with our feelings about the  income and assets we have and how these came to be under our control (or not).  We realize there is “life energy” connected with money and we seek to make a difference with it.  It is in this stage that we reach out to others on the giving journey:  we have a great deal to learn about ourselves from others and the causes that stir our human passions for giving.
In stage five, it is now important to us to collaborate with others and leverage our efforts for greater effectiveness and outreach.  By now we have become “increasingly knowledgeable about the issues we fund, about what works, and about what can really make a difference”, but now we know that we can accomplish much more working with others than we can by doing so alone.  We look for the synergy within and outside the organizations and causes we support in order to multiply the efforts exponentially.  This means deepening our relationships and reaching out to draw other folks in to the larger work of giving, whether they are fellow givers, friends, volunteers, staff or recipients.  We realize that money alone has its limitations.  In the end, I believe it is really about the inclusiveness, quality, reciprocity and outreach of the giving-receiving communities we form that the work of compassion and justice really gets done.  
In stage six, Gary and Kohner say that our values and giving interests are aligned, making our giving “one of the most exciting and fulfilling aspects of our life”.  It is my experience that if we are graced, we may glimpse or sense this alignment at points in time along the way.  The journey is rarely linear however, and rather more cyclical than anything else.   Emotional, informational, relational, strategic and spiritual barriers interrupt and threaten to paralyze our learning paths.  In the deep work of faith reflection, we ask where God is in all of this?  For me personally, it has helped to hold the whole journey lightly as “practice” and “experimental,” not taking it so seriously that I cannot be flexible as I struggle with a next step in the learning process.  I strive for balance between the discipline of giving, leaps of faith, community-building and results-oriented strategies.  The ultimate question for me is my inner intentions and whether I sense in myself an undivided heart in concert with the heart of God.
