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ANONYMOUS GIFT-GIVING RECHARGES GENEROSITY 
   Leanne Kleinmann

Special to The Commercial Appeal

It was two weeks until Christmas, and my holiday shopping was taking on a desperate tone. 
The joy of thinking of a loved one and picking out exactly the right gift had long since been 
overtaken by obligatory holiday box-checking.

Hundreds of homemade caramels wrapped and packaged? Check. Gifts for distant family 
ordered? Check. Something — anything — for a girlfriend’s husband? Check.

By the end of the weekend, my fit of gift-buying felt disgusting. When you’ve memorized 
your American Express card number, complete with security code, it’s probably time to 
stop buying things.

Then I spied one of my Facebook friends doing something that sounded almost radical: 12 
Days of Anonymous Giving. For 12 days during the Christmas season, you give someone a 
gift in secret.

Just what I need, I thought. It’ll be easy, and maybe make me feel better about the rest of 
my Christmas spending.

Actually, neither of those things has turned out to be true. But spending the last few weeks 
thinking about how to give in secret — what to give, how and, most important, to whom — 
has completely rewired my ideas about gift-giving.

The first thing I learned: Gift-giving in secret every day is difficult, in ways large and small. 

Standing at the counter of my favorite deli, I had to repeat my request to pick up the tab of 
the guy behind me several times before Jerry figured out what I was doing. It was a squirmy 
feeling, and I hurried out the door before I was revealed.

The next most obvious issue is expense: I quickly realized I couldn’t pick up lunch tabs ev-
ery day. I needed low- or no-cost gifts. A candy bar in a neighbor’s mailbox, a small gift card 
for the friendly security guy at church. Easiest of all: Buying the coffee for the woman in the 
car behind me in line at Starbucks.



It was fun thinking every day about who might need a smile, or a little anonymous encour-
agement. A friend whose family is going through a rough time got a bottle of wine delivered 
to her front porch, though it took me a couple of drive-bys to be sure one of her teenage 
kids didn’t see me.

Finally, as Christmas drew near, I began thinking about who really needs my gifts, some-
thing 
I’m not sure I’ve ever done as clearly as I did this year. I thought about the Angel Tree kid 
who asked for math workbooks and drawing pencils, and his brother, the lover of wrestling 
figures. I hoped the shivering guys on Poplar Avenue might score one of the warm coats 
that went to Goodwill. I gave to MIFA, in the hope that my gift will help a homebound 
senior get a nourishing meal. These gifts don’t have the whimsy and fun of a candy bar in a 
mailbox, but they might be the most needed — and appreciated.

Best of all, my holiday experiment gave me some new boxes to check.

Giving without any expectation of return? Check. Knowing you made someone smile 
during a difficult day? Check. Taking time every day to consider what gift-giving really 
means? Check. Check. Check.


