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“You always have the poor with you” (Matt 26:11). If I help a poor person today, I will not have those resources to help another needy person tomorrow. Absent a personal connection to a poor person, I have no reason to give to a present poor person rather than a future one.

Since it is indifferent whether I give now or in the future, it is better for me to give in the future: I will have the resources available to me in the meantime if I need them.



But it is also better for poor people if you give in the future rather than now. Why? Because of compound interest. (Einstein once called compound interest “the eighth wonder of the world.”)

For years my wife and I gave 10% of our annual income to charity. But some time ago we stopped. We realized that, by saving it and investing it and letting it compound, we could eventually give much more.

My assets are now about $1.2 million ($950,000 in a Roth IRA, $250,000 in a house). I will probably live another 10 years. Even if my money compounds at only 7.2% a year, it will double in those 10 years, to $2.4 million. If, on the other hand, my money compounds at 10% a year, my money will double in 7.2 years. (10% a year is more likely: stocks have earned an average return of 10% a year for the last 100 years.) At 10% a year, my assets in 10 years will be about $2.6 million.

I have told my 5 children that I will be giving each of them $100,000 when I die. (Hopefully I have not incentivized them to hasten my demise!) One of my children has graciously declined it: as an employee at Google, he gets Google stock each Christmas and quite comfortable. So, subtracting $400,000 from $2.6 million, I should have, around 2035, about $2.2 million to give to charity.



But why give away my net worth as a lump sum at my death? Why not let most of it continue to compound, and parcel out grants to charities each year?

That’s why I have decided to set up a private foundation.

Creating a foundation is no big deal. There are over 125,000 in America. And there are a number of companies that create them for you. They generally charge around $7,500.

One of my daughters has agreed to be executor of my estate and director of the foundation. She will receive my assets at death (minus the inheritances to her siblings), with liquid assets going to her as an inherited Roth IRA. That way she can continue to let the money grow tax free for almost another 10 years. (Why 10 years? Federal law requires that, by the end of the 10th year after a Roth IRA is inherited, the beneficiary must have dispersed all the money in it. But ordinarily the money can be withdrawn tax-free.) Another 10 years of compound growth should more than double the amount once more; so around 2045, her Roth should have about $5.7 million.

Just before the 10 years of her inherited Roth IRA are up, my daughter will create the foundation and transfer the assets into it—a tax-free transfer. The assets will then continue to grow tax free.

Federal law requires that a charitable foundation dispense 5% of its total assets each year as charity. If money in the foundation is fully invested in stocks, and if stocks continue to earn an average return of 10% a year, then the foundation should continue to compound at about 5% per year.



It may be that my dream of a foundation providing charity for decades, even centuries, is pie in the sky. Perhaps an authoritarian president will become dictator, and the foundation’s assets will become his. Perhaps China will win World War III, and the foundation’s assets will become the property of the Chinese Communist Party. All I can do is spread my bread upon the waters, and hope it does not come back soggy. (Ecclesiastes 11:1 actually says, “Send out your bread upon the waters, for after many days you will get it back.” I assume the author had in mind sending it by ship!)

If my foundation does survive, then what it accomplishes could be amazing. Here is how the foundation’s assets would play out over many years.

Assume that the foundation gives away 5% a year but earns 7.2% a year.

		size of foundation by 2100:                   $15,824,000
		size of foundation by 2200:                   97,981,000
		size of foundation by 2300:                   $606,712,000

		amount to charity each year, by 2100:   $833,000
		amount to charity each year, by 2200:   $5,157,000
		amount to charity each year, by 2300:   $31,932,000

		total paid to charity by 2100:                 $29,817,000
		total paid to charity by 2200:                 $269,146,000
		total paid to charity by 2300:                 $1,751,102,000

Assume that the foundation gives away 5% a year but earns 10% a year.

[bookmark: _Hlk206514855]		size of foundation by 2100:                   $67,048,000
[bookmark: _Hlk206514870]		size of foundation by 2200:                   $5,470,363,000
[bookmark: _Hlk206514878]		size of foundation by 2300:                   $446,318,830,000

[bookmark: _Hlk206514894]		amount to charity each year, by 2100:   $3,529,000
[bookmark: _Hlk206514900]		amount to charity each year, by 2200:   $287,914,000
[bookmark: _Hlk206514905]		amount to charity each year, by 2300:   $23,490,465,000

[bookmark: _Hlk206514915]		total paid to charity by 2100:                 $75,334,000
[bookmark: _Hlk206514923]		total paid to charity by 2200:                 $6,679,386,000
[bookmark: _Hlk206514932]		total paid to charity by 2300:                 $545,494,179,000



To whom should the grants go each year? Having spent my career as a theology professor at a Catholic university, I am partial to the Catholic Church. But there is another reason to give the money to them. The Catholic Church has an army of charity workers: hundreds of thousands of clergy, monks, nuns, and laity that work each year, for little compensation, to promote almost every charitable cause you can imagine: hospitals, immigrant care, widows and orphans, the homeless, pre-school education, pregnancy aid, nursing homes, famine relief, etc.

My foundation will give a block grant of the full 5% each year to Caritatis Internationalis. Caritatis Internationalis describes itself as “the helping hand of the Church—reaching out to the poor, vulnerable and excluded, regardless of race or religion, to build a world based on justice and fraternal love.” Overseen by the Vatican’s Dicastery for Promoting Integral Human Development, it currently works with over 160 regional and local organizations. It will be up to Caritatis Internationalis to decide the details of how best to dispense the foundation’s grants.

(Given Vatican financial scandals in the past, it is reassuring to see that a 2017 audit of Caritas Internationalis’s US branch [Catholic Relief Services] by the Better Business Bureau found that “only 3% of . . . expenses were for administration, leaving 2% for fundraising and 95% for program costs.”)

