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You Can’t Give Too Much 
 
A good marriage is a contest of generosity – Diane Sawyer

A bell is no bell 'til you ring it, a song is no song 'til you sing it,
And love in your heart wasn’t put there to stay -
Love isn’t love 'til you give it away – Oscar Hammerstein

When you think of all the people who have impacted your life, what do you remember most about them? Do you usually remember them for what they took from you or for what they gave to you?

“The Gift of the Magi” is the classic Christmas story by O’Henry. It’s about the man who sold his most prized possession, his gold pocket watch, in order to buy a prized tortoise shell hair comb for his wife’s beautiful long hair, only to find out that she had sold her long hair to be able to buy a platinum fob chain for his watch. I have the feeling both of them received far more than they gave, because they were willing to give unselfishly and even sacrificially. To quote O. Henry: “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. O all who give and receive gifts, such as they are wisest. Everywhere they are wisest. They are the magi.”

We are constantly being bombarded from every direction with the message that we must get everything we can out of life, because we only go around once. We are told to look out for Number One (which of course is me, myself, and I). It seems that the most important goal in our lives must be to accumulate as much as we can as fast as we can. But does this bring happiness and fulfillment?

Robert McQuilken, president of Columbia International University for 22 years, had been married to his wife Muriel for 40 years when she began to disappear into the oblivion of Alzheimer’s disease. Against the advice of all his friends and coworkers he resigned to care for his wife. 

In his resignation letter to the faculty he stated, in part: “One of the simplest and clearest decisions I’ve had to make is this one, because circumstances dictated it. Muriel, in the last couple months, seems to be most happy when with me, and almost never happy when not with me.  So I must be with her at all times. You see, I promised in sickness and in health till death do us part, and I’m a man of my word. It is the only fair thing. She sacrificed for me for 40 years, to make my life possible. So, if I cared for her for 40 years, I’d still be in debt. However, it is much more. It is not that I have to, it is that I get to. It is a great honor to care for such a wonderful person.”

What are we giving to those we care the most about? Will our coworkers, our family, our spouse, our children remember us for what we gave to and for them, will they have no memories because we were never really “with” them, or will the memories bring pain because of what we took from them? 

Jesus said “It is better to give than to receive” and then gave the ultimate gift of life for others.

Jim Elliot was a missionary to a native group of people in Ecuador. He was killed by the people he was trying to help. He is quoted as saying “he is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.”

When you get right down to basics, we ultimately keep nothing except that which we give to others. We may be able to accumulate much during this lifetime, be it fame or fortune, but it all remains behind. Somehow I believe the joy and fulfillment we receive when we give to others not only remains behind but also goes on with us.  
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