Older Americans: Connecting the Community

A One-Cent Neon Cone
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Older Americans today find themselves in a Catch-22. There are More services available than ever before — a proliferation of Senior Centers, Meals-on-Wheels, Medicare plans, financial aid, volunteer slots, even job opportunities. Yet many of us who contend with imperfect health, limited financial resources, diminishing reflexes, and a natural progression of tiredness and withdrawal from frenetic activity do not take advantage of them. Socialization may only occur with family members. Solitude and lack of physical exercise can lead to depression and further withdrawal.
Even if we are able, can available services keep us connected to the community? Yes and no. In too many cases, each organization has its own agenda and may compete for its membership or exclude some would-be participants.  

The irony is that older Americans already have community connections. We know a lot of people, we're interested in regional news and weather; we're concerned about politics; we read the obituaries because people we know are in them. I think the question is, "What can we do to connect the community — all of it; not just ourselves, and not just those organizations for us.
For starters, it behooves us to get out of the house and connect with others. Other than family, that is. it may mean going out of our comfort zones, but it's well worth while. Available services are a good start. Socializing needn't mean an elaborate dinner party or afternoon tea: get together for a cup of coffee or a dish of ice cream. Write letters to the editors of publications; express your opinion. Find a way to be involved with children occasionally. Really listen to the kids and interact with them. Share your wisdom, be a classroom or library or political volunteer. 
Paint, write, take photographs, go for walks, make one phone call a day to a friend, go out for an ice-cream cone. Figure out something you're good at, and teach it at a community center. Leave something of yourself behind - a far greater legacy than worldly goods. 

It's fine, too, to rely on others and on those services that are available. But we can't lose sight of how much each one of us has to offer. Don't be too shy or too tired or too depressed or too ill or too proud,
Older Americans are a major part of the community. If we stay connected, the community stays connected. Connections begin with one person, one link. One person connected to another, and that person connected to someone else, and so forth, is a community.

The one-cent neon cone? It's an anagram of the word "connect." Community" contains the words "you count." "Community" also gives us "mount (a) tiny mutiny." We all need to mutiny against a natural instinct to pull-in, to shut down.

Stay connected. Just do it.
