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Dedication

I dedicate this work to the untold number of family caregivers who make these awesome stories possible. To illustrate the Beauty of their caring, I have a true story.

Recently, I agreed by telephone to witness the renewal of marriage vows at our Amazing Grace Outdoor Wedding Chapple in rural Fayette County near Lexington, Kentucky.

Here is the email message I got from the wife after confirming arrangements. .I offer that it represents the hidden beauty of the ongoing gracious caring of the family care givers of our many blind veterans.

“Thank you so much for this!! My husband has Alzheimer’s and he is my everything. Whenever we would travel, the first thing he would do, is find us a preacher or judge and ask me to marry him, again!! With flowers in hand and a new ring to boot, we would re marry. We’ve renewed our vows 34 times in our 20+ years of marriage. We are not out to set records, only to reinstate why we wed to begin with. In recent days, as his memory is failing, I’m trying to continue what he so proudly started! My Sonny is my world and every day as he slowly slips away from me, I hang on, hold as tight as I can and pray, he stays just a little longer. He’s doing fine, but some days are interesting to say the least. We are thrilled to know you will be there for us. “ 

When I realize if I had not told her that I do not charge for the renewal of vows, I might not have received this email, I know once more how lucky I am in the caregiving I receive.

Preface

If you, a veteran, or a blind veteran or a family caregiver had asked a VA person, is there any guide or handbook that could help me as I try to cope, find meaning and hope in my hurt, my wounds, my medical condition, you would have gotten a shrug, a blank stare or a “Dunno!”Out of need and curiosity, I kept asking, four trips to a blind rehab center, ten years of VIST programming, and specific members of my primary care team, is there such a resource? I never got a positive answer, not even a single suggestion. 

This long inquiry even included a special trip to Lexington VA office of Head of mental health services. The psychologist director could not even be interested in a research project to create such a guide. So, this book is totally self-published with all the headaches that involved. By the way, I would not want some guide written by some academic. I would want a guide written by veterans who are hurting, who have been forced to deal with the worst stuff like blindness and amputees (maybe both). I could be guided by their personal search for meaning and hope. That could touch me, move me., guide me in my own search. I learn better by example, as do most of us.

This is why I set out to create a practical guide written by veterans, interviewing veterans how they were finding meaning and hope, which would serve as a role model for other veterans and blind veterans. Fortunately, I have Zoom text, but every word was recorded by me and typed by me, a tedious and challenging project. Right now, I feel like a woman pregnant nine and ½ months who has just delivered. I can hardly believe the baby has finally arrived! The dedication of the book is to family caregivers, our unsung heroes too often who must deal with their own setbacks and speed bumps, with their own losses as they adjust more to their family veteran. My experience of my VA training programs for blind veterans is that little attention has been given to family caregivers. Hence, my dedication. And a special chapter in the print version. 

Now, after years of planning, the VA is slowly rolling out their Whole Health, culture changing orientation. The core principle is for the veteran to take charge of his life, to embrace what is necessary for whole health or wellness. However, no guide, checklist or rules for achieving this goal is to be found.  The irony is that this self-published book by this blind veteran does precisely that, accomplished by one veteran with the VA diagnosis of “Catastrophically Disabled.” We go further. On the very next page is found “How Well Do You Manage Your Self Care” with ten tips. . This book is my gift to my blind Veteran community, many friends and caregivers including Hines’s personnel. It is a small return on the many untold graces which have raised me up, so undeservedly. This is why I have dedicated this work to our veteran family caregivers.

Overview

Part One: Blind Veterans Experience begins with holy ground: blind veterans describing their spirituality: where and how they find meaning and hope, often with a personal faith or, perhaps, just putting one on foot in front of the other, in the most varied of words. This is chapter One and Two. This coping is contrasted with the stumbling of other blind veterans, seemingly trapped in anger, in Chapter Three. This shows how many ways we can stop ourselves from coping. Chapter Four lays out the stages of the healing process, that grief work all who suffer loss must transition. This allows the reader to judge where he or she might be in the healing process. 

Part Two has five chapters, each a common road block or detour away from coping and healing. These are an instinctive focus on the negative, finding fault, believing one got the short end, holding resentments, and not understanding the value of acknowledging the natural range of feelings. These behaviors are detours away from healing as they will keep one stuck in the past. These five ways illustrate challenges of the implicit negative bias we all have .

Part Three offers nine highways to resilience gathered from 50 years of therapeutic experience including developing workshops for non-violent repeat addictive offenders. Part three also employs the ten years of experience as a blind veteran as well as listening to the experiences of many blind veterans. Each of these pathways is a valuable remedy to the detours described in Part Two. 

Chapter 19 summarizes the themes discovered in the descriptions of these blind veterans and offers a step by step “tool kit” for achieving resilience, that is to say, coping no matter what. 

Chapter 20 invites the reader to consider the many values and benefits of joining the Blinded Veterans Association. The reader will have learned firsthand that value by the personal stories of several blind veterans who are BVA members in chapters one and two. 

The main section closes with a poem “There’s More.” Two appendices provide all the information any blind veteran would want about VA resources for blind veterans. Appendix Three is a list of happy songs to be downloaded to smartphones. The book ends with information about contributors and the author. Appendix Four offers some twelve tips for the veteran caregiver. In Appendix Five, “If I were God,” I declare my faith.

Now a story. Two monks were returning from a long trip to their monastery, still for a full day of walking. About midday, they came to a river to cross where a young woman stood staring. 

To the older monk’s astonishment, the young monk went up to the woman and started talking. She said she needed to cross but was afraid. He said, climb on my back and the three crossed the river.

After another five hours of walking, the two monks arrived at the monastery gate. “Before we go in,” said the older monk, “I need to admonish you, Brother Christopher. As a monk, you should not have carried that young woman across the river. It was shameful and dangerous, likely to be sinful”

“Father Eberhard, “ said the young monk, “I put her down when we crossed the river. But it seems you have been carrying her ever since! Who has the shame?”

Thought. What treasure shall we carry in the sacred vessel that is our heart?
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BLIND VETERANS EXPERIENCE

Chapter One

Where Blind Veterans Find Hope and Meaning.

It's up to us, to be the change
And even though we all can still do more
There's so much to be thankful for
—Thankful, Josh Groban

Now here is holy ground, the telling of these blind veteran’s stories. Every veteran signs a blank check to Uncle Sam to put him in harm’s way to defend the liberties of this exceptional country. In relating the precious uniqueness of these stories, I am honored and humbled in the task set before me, a duty I have regard as sacred. I started this project four years ago, but most interviews were gathered in the past nine months. 

Each of these blind veterans were asked the question, “Where do you find meaning and hope? The interviews were recorded and then typed. These are not just “veteran stories” but blind veterans describing in most personal terms how they have coped with the most debilitating experience of their lives. This has been a labor of love for me, even a sacred duty to get these stories recorded so other blind veterans, some 100,000 who are not connected with the VA, with only a small fraction connected with the networking supplied by the Blind Veteran’s Association.

	Larry  Navy Age 68


“I have had so many medical things before this. That I just feel I have to survive whatever comes along. You must stay positive or you are not going to make it. I am one of the fortunate ones who still has some vision. I didn’t even know Hines existed until January. A friend of mine from the Marine Corps got training in the OrCam at Hines and told me about it. I contacted my VA contact and he got the ball rolling. And here I am. And what I have been through in the past six weeks, I think this place is a gold mine. I did not know half the things here even existed. I am really grateful that I was allowed to come, because my macular degeneration is not combat or service related. 

I feel really fortunate because the stuff, they give you is really expensive stuff. In two weeks, I am heading home. We have been married 59 years and this is the longest we have ever been apart. I am blessed in my marriage. Back in the 80s, I had a heart attack. We learned that ballroom dancing was a recommended activity, so we have done that, all over the country almost weekly ever since. If I had award to say to our veterans it would be: ‘Stick to this program whatever you do. Because they can give you all the help you need to become more independent. 



2. Phil (double amputee, motorized wheelchair, USMC, age 67


Note: He is equipped with sonar to tell how close to him are things from all sides.

“A few years ago, I was sick, and I coded, (no heart beat) and the ambulance ride was without oxygen to my braid, so I lost most of my memory. This is why I say my story is a boring story because I have only flashbacks in my memory. I walk like a penguin (laughter) I sleep in the Spinal cord unity because I must be on a ventilator. The VA has been very good to me. 

The only reason I am alive is because of God. I would not have survived over the years if I did not believe God had a purpose for me being here. After the year I went to seminary, I became a pastor an served Native American for 30 years, on two Indian reservations. I seemed to identify with the Indian people and they seemed to accept me and respect me for what I had been through. I put all my big theology books aside to reach those with 6th grade education and I still speak a lot on that level after thirty years. I find hope right now by living with gratitude and grace. I come to God saying “Thank you” I am still here for some purpose You have in mind. 


	Paul Army Age 73


“I enlisted right out of high school, in the Army in 1965 and spent two tours in Vietnam. During the second tour, I began to have trouble with my eyes, watering, numbing, blurring lot, a loss and vision problems. Which gradually got worse, soon seeing only shadows. While training at Hines VA a CCTV, reading, my vision went from poor to none, total loss. It was a really tough time. My wife had been sick, and within a few months, I lost my wife of 26 years. It was bad. I lost interest in further schooling. My son lived with me for a year before joining the military. Gradually I just started doing more. I grew up in church, my father was a deacon for 50 years, and my mother had her own church so I went to both. Yes, I gradual came back and my faith was important.

One insurance agent I went to said my vision loss was due to Agent Orange, so I went to the VA with that paper and left to come back the next day and he had lost the paper. I am afraid to apply again for fear of losing my PTSD disability pay. 

I have never thought of the things I do to be ways of coping with blindness. Although some people might view them as coping and finding meaning, I refuse to allow my lack of vision to deter me from doing things that I need and/or have to do. Household chores, shopping for food and clothes, paying bills and doing other necessary things, 

I don't have a lot of time to dwell. I also spend time reading and answering e-mails and texts and talking on the phone. So, where many people might view these activities as coping and/or finding meaning; to me they are just a part of daily living or, life/I prefer to live alone, do my own shopping, When I go to the grocery, I go to the service desk for some help most of time as they know me. Now I am also beginning some regular exercise. 

To other veterans, I would say, talk to others, to those who might help in some way, Stay involved. Keep Moving. 

Brian Army Age 22 

“I was 18 years old, an Army tank mechanic, losing my visions, slowly and no one could tell me why. It got so bad they took me off my job and had me standing around, doing just cleaning stuff, janitorial jobs. After three years, I made it to Specialist. 

Coming here to Hines, what helps the most are the veterans here, so many worse off than me. Before Hines, I never knew anyone who was blind., Now seeing many older veterans with vision loss helps me find courage to deal with my stuff. Seeing people who are 60 or 70 who have no vision at all, worse than me, yet kidding around, happy and having fun and laughing. Here are many programs for helping blind veterans. These help me deal with my anger. My best friend back home who has never treated me differently, helps me with anything. 

Someone here told me maybe there was a purpose in my going blind while young might be so I can help others. One veteran here, lost both eyes in a single bullet. Because we were both young when it happened me 22, him 20, we connected. He helped me deal with my anger and frustration. 

To other veterans, I would say: ‘It’s hard. There is no way to lie about it. Losing eyesight is a big deal. But it is not the end. Technology can help us so much today. Even without it, a white cane can let us walk. It’s up to us to keep going. Not give up.’


	Yaakov, blind veteran, age 75


“I was mostly agnostic until my mother passed away. Then I thought I should have something bigger in my life beyond science. I needed to believe in something bigger than science and nature, to believe in something bigger than myself. 

In my Jewish faith, Hassidism is something beyond the rational, hemistichal. It expresses the joy of religiosity. Hassidism expresses the thrill of being orthodox, giving meaning in being religious. Mysticism has its root in the Torah, making a full, passionate observance of the Torah.

The world is being plundered by the selfishness of humans and our leaders.; we should study science but that is not enough to change hearts. I try to teach not to be selfish toward others just because we are different. Not accept the prejudice of our leaders. My Jewish faith teaches me how selfish the world is, helps me choose wisely and cope no matter what. I would tell my blunderer brothers they have to find meaning. Get involved in politics


	Elizabeth (“Liz” Army, age 54


“I find hope by taking care of myself, following directions, taking medicine for my vision loss, glaucoma in my eyes. Also, in being active in my community, both for disabled persons and blind veterans. I have a leadership role on the Mayor’s Council of Disabled persons. We meet monthly for sharing. I also joined the National ‘federation of the Blind so I can participate in the civilian side of vision loss, those activities. 

Our BVA chapter meets monthly. and we are a closely-knit group. Sharing feelings and problems, I know which veteran I can confide in. We do things together, about 15-29 are active. We want our community to know that we are still active as a human being even though we are blind.

I am kind of the instigator of community activities in both groups. So, we participate in things like the March of Dimes annual walk and other activities. We have some sighted friends who come out to walk with us for those who are totally blind.

The veterans did not do much before, but if you want to be known, you have to be out there. I got our BVA chapter to come out and attend an indoor football game and such activities. I discovered the Golden Age Games, VA sponsorship, so eleven of us from Columbus, GA, when to Alaska last year. I won four gold medals. Next year the annual place is Madison, WI.

I find meaning also in my family support, son, daughter and a sister who travels with me to the National BVA Annual Convention. I would say to


	John (1), Army, amputee, age 70.










	Ron Army (20 years) Age 78





	J.R, guide dog (2nd), totally blind. Army, Vietnam. Single. Age 71





























	Mick. All 5 branches, age 80





	Marlene Navy Age 59













	Thomas Army Age 67




































































































































































	Positive self-image & high self-esteem

	Habits of expressing negative feelings resentments or to blame.

	Tendency to hold resentments

	Lack of meaningful relationship or support system

	Ability to love and give of oneself

	Habits of a high trust level - belief in an Ultimate Mystery

	Ability to empathize with others Losses

	Recognition that holding on to hurts is self-hurting

	Health habits: nutrition, exercise, recreation, balance.

	Learned strategies for coping with previous stress

	A belief in a Higher Power as a source of help and inspiration

	Willingness to "soak" hurts in prayer




















































	Can you understand how these behaviors will undermine your sense of gratitude?

	What changes will you make?



















































































	Can you understand how these behaviors will undermine your sense of gratitude?

	What changes will you make?




















































































































































































	Develop the habit of reflective listening to yourself. Take time daily to do this. Schedule it.

	Start journaling regularly about your feelings. Write simply from your “gut” without censoring, expressing all of your feelings.

	Join a class which practices some form of reflective awareness, such as Mindfulness Training, Yoga or Dancing Mindfulness (Jamie Marich, 2013)

	Read and practice the “Practicing the Power of Now,” or some book on mindfulness meditation.

	Begin each day by placing yourself inside your “Circle of Wisdom Teachers,” whereby in imagination, be quietly present to any and all of the mentors, elders, and teachers in your life.

	When you take your daily walk or other exercise, be fully present to each moment; paying attention to your breathing, literally “stop to smell the flowers.”

	Discover whether forgiveness (of self or others) should be on your agenda. Look for ways to risk yourself in loving service.

	Find friends comfortable with the sharing of feelings.

	Celebrate the present moment. Decide to live with a grateful heart. Find reason to sing and dance every day.




	Can you understand how these behaviors will affect your sense of gratitude?

	What changes will you make?















































































































	Find and talk with someone locally who is experienced in one of these meditation modalities

	Explore beginning a regular practice.
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