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It was the kind of situation in which a dog might have understandably wanted to eat another dog.  The month was January, the year was 1999, and the crown princes and princesses of the largest companies in the world had gathered for a little skiing, a little socializing, a little polite conversation, and little dabbling in the latest, most provocative ideas—something they do every year at the World Economic Forum, in Davos, Switzerland.


But this year, it was snowing like mad—too much for skiing, too depressing for socializing, and almost too cold for politeness.  Hell in the Swiss mountain town was beginning to take a whiter shade of pale.  The meeting rooms started getting colder.  Then the portions at dinner started getting smaller.  All of a sudden, the lights were out all over town.


In this setting of surplus turned to scarcity, Helena Cronin, 57, philosopher, social scientist, delivered her scheduled lecture.  The lecture was not what anyone expected.  “It turns out,” she told the assembled kill-or-be-killed crowd, “that you can actually prosper more by entering into relationships of reciprocation, so that you’re both getting more than either of you would have gotten separately.”   Forget Andy Grove’s famous saying about the power of paranoia, Helena Cronin was saying that competition today favours the generous.  She introduced the CEOs to the idea that everyone is not out to get you, but thay they are out to love you, or at least to appreciate you, if you reciprocate.  


In other words, “Give and it will be given unto you.”


In Britain, blood is given free of charge.  Donors are proud to be known as good, altruistic people.  There is never a shortage, and the quality of blood is very high because the healthiest people give blood.  In America, it’s the opposite.  People are frequently paid to give blood, and so you’ve got two big problems:  The quality of blood is bad, because drug addicts and the poor have an incentive to donate, and there tend to be many shortages of blood.


Two years ago, there was talk in Britain about selling blood to make money for the new blood-donor service.  Immediately, there was an uproar.  People didn’t want to give blood, even though that money was to go back into the blood-donor service.  People felt it was no longer a gift relationship.


The number of people giving blood dropped dramatically in the weeks following the decision.  The currency changed.  Therefore, the emotions changed.  When someone give you money, you don’t feel the same emotions that you feel when someone demonstrates a kindness.  


In other words, “Give and it will be give unto you.  A good measure.”


The paranoid are having a hard time with this new rule:  The more you give away, the more you have.  Yet America Online is about to give away computers.  The Linux operating system is readily available and free.  Meanwhile, eFax.com offers free faxing services.  Also, a recent meeting between two potential Internet partners, Inktomi Corp. and venture capitalist CMGI, began by each throwing down the gauntlet—of openness:  In seeking grounds for cooperation, the two sides would compete only to see who would do a better job of telling all.  “The deal is that we agree to tell each other everything; otherwise, there is no meeting,” is how one participant described the understanding that prefaced the session.  “We acknowledge that we can’t create something new by ourselves.  In the past, people would be secretive.  You’d have to get drunk to open up and tell the truth.


In other words, “Give and it will be given unto you.  A good measure.  Pressed down.”  


Generosity, not greed, is a strategic good.  Don Norman, author of “The Design of Everyday Things,” left Hewlett-Packard in 1998 to work solo.  He claims that his most significant asset is the list of 10,000 names in his PalmPilot.  Similar to the way that Britons give blood for the common good, Norman puts people in touch with other people for everyone’s mutual benefit.  The more Norman gives of his time and his contacts, the more business flows back to him.  The formula is not tit for tat.  Rather, it’s another rule that the paranoid can hardly fathom:  “What goes around comes around.”  By putting people in contact with one another, Norman helps new businesses begin, the pie gets bigger for everyone, and sooner or later Norman benefits.  It’s a new law—not of diminishing returns or of increasing returns, but of exponential returns.


“Give and it will be given unto you.  A good measure.  Pressed down.  Shaken together.”


This is the gift economy.  The more a business or an individual worker gives away, the more everyone has.  What is the gift economy?  It’s based on tribal notions that gift is meant as currency, not property.  A gift must be circulated; it must be passed around.  The old phrase of shame—“Indian giver”—paradoxically exemplifies the story behind the gift economy.  When Indians gave white settlers a gift, they expected one in return.  Instead of keeping gifts in circulation, the settlers would put their peace pipes, which they had received from the Indians as gifts, on their mantles.  The Indians believed that gifts were meant to be kept in circulation, so when they didn’t get something in return, they asked for their gifts back.  This shocked the white settlers and their traditional notions of property.  The whites faulted the Indians for their bad manners, but to the Indians, it was just good economics.


“Give and it will be given unto you.  A good measure.  Pressed Down.  Shaken together.  And Running over.  Will be poured into your lap.”


Jesus states that he who extends openhanded generosity may do so in confident expectation that he will be the beneficiary of God’s superabundant generosity.  The “good measure” here is a generous measure.  The imagery is that of the measuring out of grain by volume.  The giver presses down and shakes the grain to fit in as much as possible, and not content with even this full measure, he piles it above the rim of the measure to the point where it cannot be contained by the measure and spills out.

On another occasion he made the claim:  No one who has left home or wife or brothers or parents or children for the sake of the kingdom of God will fail to receive many times as much in this age and, in the age to come, eternal life.”  


To the generous giver will  be liberally given—in full in eternity, but even in measure in this life, as God so ordains it.  All the blessings which a person receives here and will receive hereafter are gifts of grace from God, not founded upon our merits.

