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Second Chances 

 

 

We hear a lot these days about the growing 
rich-poor gap and how it is undermining the American 
dream. A telling indicator is that hard work is no 
longer the sure-bet ticket to getting ahead it once was. 
Millions who struggle to make ends meet have little 
realistic chance of achieving a better life. And for the 
rest of us, it’s all too easy to believe there’s little we can 
do to mitigate this hardship. We often sigh at the 
magnitude of inequality, seeing personal stories of 
misfortune as tiny drops within a huge ocean of need. 

Giving Hope is an antidote to this pessimism. It 
outlines ways your giving can offer second chances to 
Americans who have dim prospects for moving their 
lives forward without outside help. Even small 
donations of time or money can significantly improve 
the lives of those experiencing hard times, enabling 
them to embark on a path toward success. 

Of the more than $300 billion annually given to 
charity in the United States, 81 percent comes from 
individuals. And most of this money is donated not by 
the celebrity philanthropists we often hear about but 
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by people like you. About 80 percent of individual 
giving is by those with annual incomes under $1 million 
and over a third by individuals who earn less than 
$100,000. These are indicators that your generosity can 
provide a critical source of help. 1 

Well over 2000 years ago, Aristotle astutely 
commented: “To give away money is an easy matter 
and in any man's power.  But to decide to whom to 
give it and how much and when, and for what purpose 
and how, is neither in every man’s power nor an easy 
matter.” This book provides tips about where to 
contribute so that you can give gifts that keep on 
giving. It identifies 75 nonprofits from coast to coast 
that efficiently use their donations and have track 
records of creating access to housing, employment, 
and educational opportunities. 

These charities rarely get the exposure they 
deserve. Although they do vital work to help needy 
people turn their lives around, they’re small and lack 
the resources to do the sort of publicity that would 
enable you to know about them already. 

Giving to those who have less has deep roots. 
The Bible contains over 3000 references to helping the 
poor. From the Old Testament: “Thou shalt surely 
open thy hand unto thy brother, to thy needy, and to 
thy poor, in thy land" (Deuteronomy 15:11). From the 
New Testament: “And though I bestow all my goods to 
feed the poor, and though I give my body to be burned, 
and have not charity, it profiteth me nothing 
(Corinthians 13: 1-13). Bestowing love and spiritual 
uplift upon the poor is a requirement for attaining 
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salvation.  In Matthew 19:21, Jesus told the rich man, "If 
you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and 
give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven." 
The Koran frequently mentions the importance of 
giving to the poor; indeed Zakat is one of the five 
pillars of Islam. 2 

Beyond religious obligation and ethical concern, 
we also give to gain tax advantages or relieve guilt. 
Most of us support causes that personally affect our 
lives, and we often have as much to gain as do the 
recipients of our generosity. As Booker T. Washington 
put it well over a century ago, “If you want to lift 
yourself up, lift up someone else.” 3 

A classic study of people who saw a film about 
Mother Teresa’s volunteer work in India found that 
they subsequently had elevated immune systems. The 
mere thought of donating to charity activates the same 
part of the brain stimulated during eating and sex. 
Giving, plain and simple, is an elixir. 4 

For the past couple of years, I have taught a 
philanthropy course where I’ve seen firsthand the 
powerful effects charity can have on donors. Students 
read the book in front of you, visit several of the 
nonprofits described, and decide which ones to 
support with money they’ve raised. Because students 
actively participate in funding change, many leave the 
course inspired to pursue careers in the nonprofit 
sector after they graduate. 
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MY INTEREST IN writing Giving Hope emerged several 
years ago in the wake of Hurricane Katrina. Like 
millions of other Americans and people around the 
world, I became mesmerized by footage of the massive 
destruction. The 2005 storm left 1800 people dead and 
caused billions of dollars in property damage across 
Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, and Texas. Eighty 
percent of New Orleans flooded after major levees 
broke. Approximately 95,000 of the city’s estimated 
143,000 single-family homes were in need of repair. 
The government’s poor planning for a storm of this 
magnitude was plainly obvious for all to see. 5 

One aspect of this disaster that particularly 
caught my eye was how people came out of the 
woodwork to support the relief effort. An astounding 
63 percent of U.S. households donated to hurricane 
relief the year Katrina devastated the Gulf Coast. The 
$6.5 billion given by Americans set a record.  Habitat 
for Humanity International alone received $95 million. 
This enabled its local affiliate in New Orleans to 
become a leader in the city’s revitalization, rebuilding 
276 storm-damaged houses in the four years after 
Katrina. 

A hallmark of its work was Musicians’ Village.  
Conceived by renowned recording artists Harry 
Connick, Jr. and Branford Marsalis, this development 
of 72 single-family homes provides affordable housing 
to musicians displaced by the storm. Even though 
there was significant residential blight in New Orleans 
before Katrina, in the 22 previous years the local 
affiliate had only raised enough money to build 101 
houses. Its development director told me when I 
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interviewed her almost five years after Katrina that the 
organization had recently been able to tap a large 
group of donors who hadn’t had much interest in New 
Orleans housing until the storm propelled the city’s 
inequalities into the national spotlight. 6 

The fact that Katrina had exposed these 
inequalities is the very reason I visited New Orleans. I 
went with a curiosity about why greater generosity 
hadn’t been shown toward people experiencing 
hardship there – and across the U.S. – before the 
storm. After that trip I became interested in how I 
might inspire others to help people desperately in need 
who are not seen suffering on TV or on the internet. 
This book, consequently, highlights ways we as private 
individuals can give to mitigate the everyday hardships 
experienced by so many of our fellow Americans. 

My interest in this topic has deep roots. Tikkun 
Olam – “repairing the world” – lies at the core of my 
Jewish identity. One way Jews mend social injustice is 
by giving Tzedakah. The great medieval scholar 
Maimonides wrote in the Mishnah Torah – his 14-
volume codification of Jewish law – that the highest 
form of Tzedakah is enabling others to attain skills so 
that they can provide for themselves; to teach people 
how to fish rather than giving them fish. This is akin to 
what C.S. Lewis wrote in The Four Loves: “The proper 
aim of giving is to put the recipients in a state where 
they no longer need our gifts.” This book shows how 
you can do just that. 7 

Perhaps you contributed to the relief effort after 
Hurricane Katrina or, more recently, after Superstorm 
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Sandy. If so, then you know how good it feels to assist 
people who are both struggling and worthy of help. It 
is particularly gratifying to aid disaster victims since 
it’s easy to empathize with them. You can likewise 
experience this same feeling through giving that 
enhances the quality of life for millions of Americans 
who, despite their best efforts, have few prospects for 
moving their lives forward without outside help. 

 

WHEN I WAS growing up, during school vacations I 
occasionally accompanied my parents during the 20-
minute drive to their law office located a block from 
Yankee Stadium in one of the poorest sections of New 
York City. While en route, I became fascinated by stark 
differences between the bucolic neighborhood where 
we lived and bleak indicators that we were 
approaching our destination. Many buildings were 
boarded up and panhandlers were frequently standing 
on street corners. I was just a kid and had no idea why 
my eyes focused on these captivating details. 

It wasn’t until I was a sophomore in college and 
took my first sociology course that I began to connect 
the dots. I started to see that those scenes of 
neighborhood disparity I had taken notice of years 
earlier were a telling indicator of broader inequalities 
in American society. Around the same time that I was 
gaining this insight, I was also beginning to uncover a 
different kind of epiphany: that ironically I recognize 
social inequalities in part because I have been visually 
impaired since birth. Due to my severe 
nearsightedness, contrasts are particularly striking to 
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me. Just as I fixate on dark branches whistling against 
the bright blue sky, the existence of poverty in close 
proximity to opulence catches my eye. 

As I write these words, I am struck by the fact 
that now more than at any other time in my life there 
are millions of Americans struggling to make ends 
meet who have few realistic chances of getting ahead 
without outside help. This is so grossly at odds with 
cherished ideals we hold about ours being a land of 
opportunity. 

It is no wonder, then, that among the jarring 
stories which surfaced in the days following Hurricane 
Katrina, the plight of Tracy Jackson, Jerel Brown, and 
their four children ages 1, 3, 5, and 7 particularly caught 
my eye. This family had found shelter during the 
previous week in the squalid conditions at the 
Louisiana Superdome and New Orleans Convention 
Center. Before the storm they had lived in a crowded 
two-bedroom apartment located in a low-income 
neighborhood across the street from a housing project. 
They fled the apartment amidst a fire caused by the 
rising floodwaters. With their $2,000 in life savings 
now up in smoke, they literally had no more money. 

When New York Times reporter Jodi Wilgoren 
interviewed them at Louis Armstrong International 
Airport as they awaited a flight to a purportedly better 
place, they still had on the clothes they were wearing 
when they had abandoned their blazing apartment 
several days earlier. They had no idea where they were 
being evacuated. 8 
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  At the airport with all their remaining possessions 

 
The massive charitable response to Katrina 

enabled the Jackson-Browns and countless other storm 
victims to receive temporary shelter, fresh clothing, 
hot meals, and emergency medical care. Those who 
donated to the relief effort had every reason to see 
these people as deserving of aid. They were, after all, 
like so many others who have been the unfortunate 
victims of natural disasters – people who, through no 
fault of their own, suddenly find themselves 
desperately in need of help. After Katrina, there were 
pieces of Tracy Jackson, Jerel Brown, and their four 
children in all of us. A comment posted on 
katrinahelp.com succinctly captured this sentiment: 
''I've been to New Orleans, I know people who are 
living there – it seems more personal. It's Americans. 
It's me.'' 9 

At the same time, this family’s story was unique. 
Because they had nowhere else to go, they and so many 
other New Orleans residents stayed in their homes or 
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bunkered in city shelters as Katrina’s drenching rains 
and vicious gusts wreaked havoc. Media coverage of 
the storm depicted those whom the storm left behind 
as particularly deserving of compassion since they had 
lived on the margins of society long before the 
floodwaters took what little they had. But prior to the 
hurricane – and again soon afterwards – most 
onlookers were apt to view such people 
unsympathetically. When there is media coverage of 
the poor, it tends to depict them as personally 
responsible for their own hardships and thus unworthy 
of others’ generosity. The immediate aftermath of 
Katrina was a rare exception to the norm wherein 
reporting seldom chronicles the daily hardships 
experienced by millions of low-income Americans. 10 

In the course of my research for this book, I 
came to see just how extensively the media shape 
public compassion toward the needy. Disaster victims 
and low-income people are similar in that they both 
suffer from extraordinary deprivation. Yet, journalists 
typically portray them as night and day. Donors 
consequently feel inspired to relieve highly publicized 
emergencies yet are often indifferent, and sometimes 
even antagonistic, about supporting antipoverty 
programs. Comparing Americans’ charitable response 
to Hurricane Katrina with everyday giving highlights 
the disparity between our enthusiasm for mitigating 
emergency suffering and our reluctance to address the 
inequalities that lie at the root of this suffering. 
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I HAD BEEN curious about this disparity for quite 
some time before Katrina. My first book Unequal 
Partnerships investigated an initiative undertaken by 
foundations, corporations, government agencies, and 
community organizations in Chicago to prevent local 
violence following the 1992 LA Riots. Whereas this 
initiative significantly expanded summer programs for 
poor youth, it failed to achieve its stated goal to 
implement long-term strategies for addressing root 
causes of violence in low-income neighborhoods. 

Soon after completing that book, a New Yorker 
essay by Hendrik Hertzberg about the 2004 Indian 
Ocean tsunami caught my eye. He argued that the 
outpouring of aid did not merely signify a massive 
worldwide response to a humanitarian crisis. This 
tremendous compassion – Americans contributed $1.9 
billion to the relief effort – also brought into sharp 
focus how little charity targets other social problems 
that afflict the same people whose lives the tsunami 
shattered. As aid poured in, UN humanitarian chief Jan 
Egeland pointed out that more than 30,000 people die 
every day from starvation and disease in the very 
places the tsunami devastated. This means that over 
any given nine-day period more people in these places 
die of preventable causes than perished in the tsunami. 
Yet, starvation and disease do not receive nearly the 
charitable response that the tsunami got. 11 

Other writers have passionately argued that 
citizens of affluent nations should give to redress these 
global inequalities. In the wake of Hurricane Katrina, I 
started looking at domestic giving through this same 
lens these writers have used in their call for a greater 
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charitable response to the suffering afflicting the 
roughly one billion people who live on the equivalent 
of $1.25 a day. I became curious about the gulf between 
our incredible altruism following Katrina and our 
comparatively muted concern about addressing 
inequalities that lie at the root of what was not just a 
natural disaster but a tragedy with longstanding 
sociological roots. 

This curiosity led me to New Orleans and 
Washington, D.C., where I interviewed people on the 
frontlines of the relief effort. I investigated the 
charitable response to Katrina in the way social 
scientists have traditionally studied disasters – by 
highlighting how they expose key aspects of our social 
world that are typically hidden from view. I 
subsequently collected data about Boston nonprofits 
that are making a significant impact in providing 
access to housing, employment, and educational 
opportunity. I interviewed staff at these organizations 
as well as individuals who have benefitted from their 
programs. These interviews inform the central message 
in this book: your giving can make a dramatic 
difference in restoring the American dream. You can 
significantly help people who live in conditions 
resembling those the Jackson-Brown family in New 
Orleans experienced on the eve of Katrina. 12 

 

JOHN EDWARDS’ BID for the 2008 Democratic 
presidential ticket was doomed long before he 
admitted to having an affair with his campaign 
videographer and to fathering her child, both of which 
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occurred as his wife Elizabeth was dying of cancer. 
Before these sordid details went public, Edwards had 
held his own quite well for several months against 
party rivals, Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton. He 
built his candidacy on the theme of “Two Americas,” 
highlighting how unjust it was that the incomes of 
most people had stagnated or declined in recent years 
while the wealthy were amassing a growing slice of the 
pie. Edwards spoke passionately about how, if elected, 
he would make attacking the rich-poor gap a 
centerpiece of his administration. 

There was a lot of substance behind his rhetoric. 
Whereas after-tax, inflation-adjusted earnings of the 
“one percent” rose 275-fold from 1979-2007, incomes 
rose just 18 percent for the bottom fifth of the 
population. Some corporate executives now make in a 
single day what it takes the majority of workers all year 
to earn.  Roughly 50 million people, about 16 percent of 
Americans, are officially poor. This is the highest 
poverty rate since before the war on poverty during the 
1960s.  In many cities – including Miami, Buffalo, 
Cleveland, Detroit, St. Louis, Philadelphia, Cincinnati, 
and Milwaukee – more than a quarter of residents are 
poor. And millions more who do not live in poverty 
still struggle daily to make ends meet. Nearly 1 in 2 
people live in families with annual incomes less than 
twice the poverty line. 13 

Even had Edwards not become embroiled in 
scandal, it’s hard to imagine he would ever have been 
elected president. It was one thing for the Occupy 
movement, comprised mostly of young radicals, to 
bring attention to inequality and wealth redistribution 
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a few years after Edwards’ campaign. It was quite 
another matter for a mainstream politician to do so.  
Over recent decades several federal policies – including 
privatization of government services, industrial 
deregulation, cuts in safety net spending, and failure to 
raise the minimum wage to adjust for inflation – have 
actually played a key role in contributing to rising 
economic inequality. 14 

The current political climate is unreceptive to 
reversing these trends. Record deficits have spurred 
strong support for curtailing social spending. Fiscal 
constraints are unlikely to abate any time soon, given 
the mass retirement of Baby Boomers that looms on 
the horizon. The federal government will be paying out 
ballooning amounts in entitlements at a time when the 
retiree population will be growing faster than the tax 
base, crippling the government’s capacity to undertake 
major initiatives to redress inequality. 15 

Yet, public opinion is in step with growing 
media coverage of how our society is not living up to 
its promise as the “land of opportunity.” More than 90 
percent of respondents to a 2010 survey indicated they 
believe the distribution of wealth in the U.S. is grossly 
unjust. Regardless of how much they earn or their 
politics, people agree that such a disproportionately 
large share of resources concentrated among so few 
goes against the strong cultural value we place on 
equity and fairness. 

Likewise, 70 percent of respondents to a 2011 
Gallup poll indicated it was “very” or “extremely” 
important to increase equality of opportunity so that 
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those who want to get ahead can. This sentiment 
reflects the alarming reality that for many, the 
American dream was becoming unattainable. The Pew 
Charitable Trust compared household incomes of 
youth growing up during the late 1970s and early 1980s 
with their family incomes as adults 20 years later. Of 
those born into the poorest fifth of the population, just 
7 percent moved to the highest fifth. In contrast, 34 
percent did not achieve any mobility whatsoever. 
Another 27 percent moved up just to the next highest 
fifth. For those who started in the second lowest fifth, 
45 percent either stayed there or actually moved 
downward. “A consensus view has emerged,” wrote the 
study’s author Bhashkar Mazumder, “suggesting that 
the United States exhibits much less intergenerational 
economic mobility than previously thought and 
appears to be less economically mobile than are many 
other industrialized countries.” 16 

That just 46 percent of respondents to the 2011 
Gallop poll said it was “very” or “extremely” important 
for the government to address this issue suggests a 
preference for the types of charitable remedies this 
book advocates. A 2012 study by the Indiana University 
Center on Philanthropy and Bank of America found 
that whereas 91 percent of people expressed confidence 
in nonprofits’ capacity to solve problems, only 56 
percent trusted the government. 17 

 

THESE FIGURES INDICATE the moment is ripe for 
Giving Hope. Its encouraging message is that each of us 
has the power to help people in need achieve successes 
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that would be unimaginable were it not for the unsung 
work of so many nonprofits across the U.S. Although 
we have divergent political leanings, directing our 
giving so that hard-working people can achieve the 
promise of a better life is an idea around which we can 
agree. We’ve long seen charity as a way to offer second 
chances. Now should be no exception. 

 The following pages highlight just how big an 
impact your giving can make. Chapter 2 documents 
stories testifying to Americans’ robust spirit of 
generosity and illustrating the powerful long-term 
impacts it can have. Chapter 3 chronicles examples of 
people who give with an eye to how they can spur 
access to opportunity. Chapters 4-6 highlight specific 
ways your generosity can restore the American dream, 
showcasing the work of Boston nonprofits with track 
records fostering access to housing, jobs, and 
education. Chapter 7 highlights the tremendous 
amount we have to gain when we give hope to others. 
And finally, Chapter 8 lists by geographic region 
charities from coast to coast you might choose to 
support that are making a significant difference in 
enabling people down on their luck to achieve success. 

My aim for you in reading this book is to feel 
the same sense of urgency to take action that so many 
of us felt after Hurricane Katrina when we saw photos 
of people on their rooftops desperately waiting in the 
blazing heat for rescue crews to arrive. Those photos 
were the canary in the coalmine urging us to view 
everyday financial hardship as a crisis deserving our 
charitable response. 
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Stranded on rooftops awaiting help 

 
The notion that those who aspire to get ahead 

yet struggle to do so are deserving of help aligns with 
the longstanding value we place on equality of 
opportunity. It isn’t right that our society advertises 
the American dream as available to all yet leaves so 
many with little hope for a better life. You can change 
that. 
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