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FROM THE DIRECTOR
Happy Holidays!

This time of year tends to bring about
many moments of reflection, particularly
if you have the opportunity to share this
time with family and friends; but often

it's also accompanied by thoughts of the
future—your hopes and dreams for 2015,
perhaps even a little fear for what the
future may bring. All of this is quite natural,
of course, so | begin this month’s message
with my sincere wishes for a season of joy,
thanksgiving, and peace for you.

| find it quite interesting that during a

time of year in which we go through such
great lengths to plan holiday gatherings,
prepare special meals and treats, and give
gifts to friends and loved ones—that it is
also a time when many people are most
stressed, accumulate greater debt, and find
themselves more sad and depressed than
at any other time of year. There have been
a number of studies on this, as you are
aware, but if you ask me (and | realize that
no one actually has....), | think the problem
is quite fundamental. As individuals,

we have not developed the HABIT OF
GRATITUDE AND HONORING EACH

OTHER as human beings. | emphasize

the word “habit”, because we can all do
something one time a year, but can we
maintain the ability to make people feel
special whenever we are in their presence?
Consider this quote by the beloved Maya
Angelou:
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I've learned that people will forget what you said;
people will forget what you did; but people will never

forget how you made them feel.

Our VAVS mission does not allow us to
forget that our Veterans being served in our
VA facilities may have special challenges
during this holiday season, but have little
CHOICE as to where they will spend their
time as they face sickness, illness, disease,
or other limitations that require them to
be hospitalized. They may be without
family or friends that visit them, but
thankfully VAVS looks for ways to enhance
the VA experience for Veterans every day,
especially during this time.

The word CHOICE is significant here. We
have to remember to treat every Veteran
with dignity and respect and recognize
their CHOICE to celebrate or be a part of
holiday activities occurring within our
facilities. VA has issued new guidance
around religious expression, which seeks
to ensure the religious freedom of our
Veterans. We are not banned from saying
“Merry Christmas,"“Happy Hanukkah,”
“Happy Kwanza,” or acknowledging the
many religions and traditions around the
world. The guidance compels us to be
aware and honor the Veteran’s CHOICE.
We've attached it here for your review. In
addition to reading this over, my strongest
suggestion is to plan holiday activities with
this in mind and communicate broadly
with everyone involved, including VAVS
staff, Chaplain Service, clinical staff, and
community partners.
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Our Veterans fought and died for the rights
and freedoms we enjoy today. We cannot
serve without a spirit of gratitude and the
ability to understand the significance of
every human being. The biggest gift we
all have to share is service to one another.
May you use this special time of year to
renew your commitment to service, allow
an attitude of gratitude to take root in your
life, and honor the diversity around us that
enriches us all.

-- SABRINA C. CLARK

SECRETARY MCDONALD VISITS
TOP PERFORMING VA BOSTON HCS

Secretary of Veterans Affairs, Bob McDonald, is
greeted by the West Roxbury VAMC Ambassadors.

Secretary McDonald stops by to thank coffee
cart volunteers Marcus and Diane McPherson.

VA Defining

weaurd | EXCELLENCE

CARE | in the 21st Century


http://www.diversity.va.gov/policy/files/reli-exp-memo.pdf
http://www.diversity.va.gov/policy/files/reli-exp-memo.pdf 

*

The Eagle: Voluntary Service Central Office Newsletter

VOLUNTEERS SUPPORT THE
NATIONAL VETERANS CREATIVE
ARTS FESTIVAL
Submitted by Gary J. Kunich, Public Affairs

Officer, Clement J. Zablocki VA Medical Center,
Milwaukee, WI

Chicago, Ill., native and Veteran Michael Slatton
performs the timeless hit “Celebrate Me Home”
at the Milwaukee Theatre during the
2014 NVCAF Stage Show dress rehearsal.

While the National Veterans Creative Arts
Festival might look like a seamless event
to the 2,500 or so who showed for the art
exhibit and stage show, it's an event that
takes more hours and people that can’t be
easily counted.

When it was all done, one volunteer
summed it up this way: “"How many
Veterans and thousands of hours and
uncountable number of people from all
walks of life. Alll can say is, "Wow!"”

All told, more than 150 volunteers worked
for months beforehand and during the
event, said Stephanie Pulsfus, Milwaukee
VA's voluntary services coordinator.

“They served on all the committees, they
assisted Veterans, they signed them in, they
greeted them at the airport and got them
to the hotel, they were there to help set up
all the artwork and help at the workshops,
they were there for registration, back stage
with costumes and makeup, they were in
the hospitality room, they were part of the
donations and fundraising,” she said. “It’s
an endless list”

Don't think for a second that Pulsfus was
worried about the size of the task at hand.

“We can do this!” she said when she learned
of what needed to be done. “We have
some incredible volunteers who are always
helping us out, and some newcomers who
just did what they could. It's amazing to
see the generosity of all the volunteers,
their attitude, excitement and drive. They
were tireless. They just wanted to help the
Veterans. It was pretty amazing.”

Unsung volunteers were the secret to the
festival’s success, said co-coordinators
Marisa Straub and Shep Crumrine.

“We are truly grateful for all they did,”
Straub said. “A lot of people don't see that
work behind the scenes, whether it's hard
work setting up or a nice smile!”

Kathy Cook, who worked for 41 years a

as a pharmacy technician at the hospital,
volunteered in the hospitality room with
her husband, Chuck. It was their job to
serve refreshments and be a friendly ear
and smile for the Veterans. And maybe just
a little more.

When one of the Veterans fell ill, Kathy
escorted him to the medical center for
treatment so he wouldn't be alone.

“This was so much bigger than | thought,
but it was so great being able to meet a lot
great people,” Cook said. “From the airport
to the hotel and theater, we wanted to be
there for anything. We wanted to show
some of that hometown friendliness we
are known for. “For me, | loved hearing all
the stories,” she said, “and making someone
smile and feel welcome”

Veterans from both the Visual Arts and

Performance categories have their final dress
rehearsal before the Stage Show Performance at
the Milwaukee Theatre.

WILKES-BARRE VA VOLUNTARY
SERVICE ASSISTANT HONORED

Submitted by Deb Schlosser, Voluntary Service
Specialist, Wilkes-Barre VAMC, Wilkes-Barre, PA

Melanie Thomas, Voluntary Service
Assistant at the Wilkes-Barre VA Medical
Center, was presented the Arline Phillips
Achievement Award from the Greater
Wilkes-Barre Association for the Blind at
their awards dinner on October 9, 2014.

The Arline Phillips Achievement Award is
presented to a visually impaired person
who exemplifies independent living. Arline
Phillips founded the Greater Wilkes-Barre
Association for the Blind in 1918, taught
Braille, and taught blind persons to live
independently.

Due to a genetic disorder, Melanie was
born with cataracts and nystagmus,
causing her to be legally blind from birth.
At age 8, she developed acute angel
glaucoma. She has undergone many
surgeries to help improve her sight.

Her passion for
helping others
and advocating
for people like
herself led her
to become
involved in
many volunteer
experiences.
Melanie has
served as the
Chair for the
Association

for the Blind’s Annual Appeal and has
since volunteered for the Association on
many occasions, as well as volunteering at
the Wilkes-Barre VA Medical Center until
becoming employed in Voluntary Service.
She is also currently pursuing her MBA at
Wilkes University.

Erik Kruger, M.D. presents

Melanie Thomas the Arline

Phillips Achievement Award.

We're very proud of Melanie! She is very
deserving of this special recognition!!

* Header photo from the National Capital Area Veterans Day observance and photos from the National Veterans Creative Arts Festival courtesy of the US Department of Veterans Affairs on Flickr
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CANANDAIGUA VAMC'S
HOLIDAY GIFT SHOPPE

Submitted by Gabe Cinquegrana, Volunteer,
Candandaigua VAMC, Canandaigua, NY

American Legion Auxiliary volunteers,
Vicki Lennox and Sandra Coryer

getting ready to wrap gifts.

The VA's Auditorium was transformed and
decorated as a Holiday Shopping Mall

for 2 days, and Veterans were escorted

by Volunteers to look at the items they

can select from, as well as partake in
assorted holiday refreshments. This was
the annual Holiday Gift Shoppe held

at the Canandaigua VA on Sunday and
Monday November 24th and 25th. This
event is sponsored by the 7th District of NY
American Legion Auxiliary, and is done to
give Inpatient and Structured Outpatient
Veterans an opportunity to select and send
Holiday gifts to their loved ones across the
United States and even overseas.

There are hundreds of gift items to choose
from, including items for both male and
female and all age groups, all donated

by the American Legion Auxiliary. Each
Veteran is allowed to select one item for
each immediate family member as they
are guided through the Shoppe of gift
items. An Auxiliary member also assists
them in identifying the addresses of their
gift recipients, and making sure that they
have included everyone on their gift list.
The items are then labeled and brought to
another set of Volunteers in the Auditorium
who neatly gift wrap each individual item.
Care is taken to attach pretty bows and
ribbon to each gift, along with the gift card
that the Veteran has written. The items are
then given to a third group of Volunteers,
who package the items in Postal Priority
Boxes, and label and seal each box for
shipping to the Veterans loved ones.

While the majority of the 2-Day event is
sponsored and funded by the American
Legion Auxiliary, Volunteers from the ranks
of the American Legion and Sons of the
American Legion assist. In addition, help

is garnered by other Volunteers to wheel
Veterans to the Auditorium and assist them
with refreshments and getting into the
spirit. All of this immense effort is overseen
by Canandaigua VA’s Voluntary Services
Staff, in addition to other VA Staff at the
facility. Several dozen Volunteers worked
together, and well over 100 of Canandaigua
VA's patients took part, giving each and
every one a sense of Holiday Spirit, and
inclusiveness in the Holiday traditions,

with no cost to them. Imagine the thrill of
their spouses, children, parents, siblings,
and other loved ones, when they receive

a special gift from a special person, they
probably never expected to receive.

“For me, | loved hearing all the stories,” she
said, “and making someone smile and feel
welcome!

LOCAL BARBER GIVES BACK TO
SAN ANTONIO VETERANS

Submitted by Elizabeth Cazeres, Voluntary
Service Specialist, South Texas Veterans Health

Care System, San Antonio, TX

The South Texas Veterans Health Care
System, like many other VA facilities,
received dozens of inquiries from
organizations and individuals looking

for opportunities to honor our Veterans’
service during Veterans Day week. One in
particular, Ray Sanchez, the owner of 50/50
Salon, contacted Voluntary Service and
expressed his deep interest in giving back
to our Veterans by providing free haircuts
during the week of Veterans Day.

CLC Veterans line up outside the make-shift

barber shop for their turn in the barber chair.

Voluntary Service collaborated with
Recreation Therapy Service to set up

this celebratory event and to ensure it

was memorable. We also consulted with
Infection Prevention staff and made sure
the arrangements were in compliance with
their recommendations.

Ray’s timing couldn’t have been better—
since our Veteran patients would be

receiving lots of visitors during the week,
this would allow them to look their best.

Ray and three of his employees spent
several long and enjoyable hours
November 10, 2014, providing free haircuts
for dozens of Veterans who patiently lined
the hallways of the Community Living
Center. The temporary barber shop was
easily identified by the twisting lights of
the barber pole affixed to the outside of
the family room wall. Mr. Sanchez added
to the barber shop atmosphere by bringing
barber chairs and equipment from his salon
and by playing upbeat 1950s music.

No request
was turned
down, they did
it all - hair and
beard trims, full
haircuts, and
even styled one
of our female
Veteran’s hair.
The patients
were all smiles!

One Veteran summed it up when he looked
in the mirror and exclaimed, “man, that’s a
handsome man” after his haircut.
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