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| WAS A POINT OF LIGHT

[s it possible to make a difference? My mission was to find out.

n January 1989, when Presi-
dent Bush suggested that we
could solve many of Ameri-
ca's social problems if each of
us would become one of “a
thousand points of light,” lots of
people were left in the dark. The
message was certainly clear: Vol-
unteering is good for the country.
The messenger was certainly sin-
cere. But what did it mean? Is it
possible to simply go out, take on
the problem of your choice and
make a difference? After two years
of hearing President Bush’s phrase

Right away, in San Francisco, |
learned something fundamental
about not-for-profit organizations:
They're often understaffed, which
means phones sometimes aren't
answered and calls aren’t always
returned. When you do get
through, you're likely to find that
the organization is most in need of
administrative help—stuffing en-
velopes, answering
phones—or that it re-
quires its volunteers tfo
undergo training before
they can work.

‘Helper’s calm’ is to the Nineties

chanted almost like a mantra, | set
out to find out. | would become a
point of light.

The Bay-area blues

My quest began successfully en-
ough when | called the National
Volunteer Center in Arlington, Vir-
ginia, which coordinates 380 local
Voluntary Action Centers and has
recently merged with the Points of
Light Foundation to form a sort of
Peace Corps for the Bush Adminis-
tration. | told them that | want-
ed to do volunteer work in San
Francisco, Chicago and my home-
town, Austin, Texas, and they pro-
vided a list of contacts for each.

Rob Stengel
and Leila Bongato
at The Volunteer
Center of San
Francisco had
lined up eigh-
teen volunteer
organizations that said they could
use me, but | had worked halfway
through the list before | found
someone willing to put me to work.
Habitat for Humanity, the ecumeni-
cal Christian organization that
builds houses for low-income fam-
ilies, was putting up four new
houses in Richmond, a poor com-
munity thirty minutes north of San
Francisco. Before | knew it, | was
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runner’s

balanced on two rafters fifteen feet
above the ground, helping lay the
subflooring in one of the houses.

| was about the closest anyone
on the crew came to being a yup-
pie. Most of the twelve men were
somewhere in their sixties. There
was a middle-aged black man
from Berkeley who, having lost his
job, was trying to brush up his
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carpentry skills, and there was one
college student whose planned
summer job disappeared when a
real estate agency went out of busi-
ness. In my immediate group of
four, we had a grandfatherly pro-
fessor from a seminary in Berkeley
who was on his summer vacation,
a high school student from San
Francisco and a man who had been

(continued on page 154)
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Justdo it

{continued from page 106)
Tutors are carefully matched with
students to make learning easier.
What you can do First you have
to go through an eighteen-hour
training program, after which you
will be expected to tutor for two
hours per week. Volunteers are also
needed in organizational, adminis-
trative and fund-raising capacities.
Where to start Contact the na-
tional volunteer hot line at 800-
228-8813.

National Audubon Soclety

950 Third Ave., New York, NY
10022

What it does Not just for the birds,
this conservation group has been in
existence since 1905, It has more
thar five hundred chapters and is
dedicated to helping and protecting
all wildlife, natural habitats and
the environment. It manages and
protects eighty wilderness areas
throughout the U.S.

What you con do Volunteers are
needed to monitor acid rain, save
wetlands, help with recycling pro-
grams and teach Audubon educo-
tional programs at local ele-
mentary schools,

Where to start Call the national
office at 212-546-9100.

Special Olympics International
1350 New York Ave., NW, Suite
500, Washington, DC 20005

What it does Special Olympics
sponsors year-round sports train-
ing and athletic competition for
750,000 individuals with mental
retardation worldwide, both
children and adults. The Olym-
pic-style events provide partici-
pants with not only new skills,
but giso a sense of accomplish-
ment—not to mention a world of
new friends.

What you can do There’s some-
thing for almost everyone. You can
coach or organize or manage or
officiate or just "hug.” There are
more than a half million volunteers
already involved, and still more
are needed.

Where to start Check your local
phone book; or contact the inter-
nationa! headquarters at 202-
628-3630.

154 SELF/DECEMBER 1991

Point of light

{continued from page 107)

forced into early retirement. Ethan,
the student, had volunteered be-
cause he was oo young to hold a
real job. For all practical purposes
we were a group of under-em-
ployed men who were working for
free or, rather, for the simple plea-
sure of being occupied. In fact, na-
tional trends show an increase in
the number of men and young peo-
ple who volunteer. Almost as many
men now volunieer as women.

The area around the construction
site looked desolate, as if the main-
stream of life had simply passed it
by. Habitat for Humanity believes
it can help stabilize the neighbor-
hood and prevent it from becoming
more run-down and hopeless by
building these houses and selling
them at a cost that four carefully
selected fomilies—two white and
two black—can afford.

After | had been working a
while, | began to feel the first inti-
mations of “helper's calm,” that
subtly euphoric state that is to the
Nineties what sexual afterglow
was to the Seventies and runner’s
high was to the Eighties. | had read
all the stories about how doing
good for others would dramatically
increase my life expectancy and vi-
tality, and now my endorphins
(those opiates for all seasons) were
kicking in. Like the millions of new
volunteers across the country, | was
getting high on doing good.

As the ofternoen wore on, |
couldn’t help but netice @ group of
young men hanging out in front of
an old apantment building across
the street where, according to our
project foreman Paul Farrell, the
residents dealt in prostitution and
illegal drugs. We volunteers were
getting so much satisfaction out of
working, | thought it was o shame
there aren’t more programs capa-
ble of training and employing the
alienated and perennially unem-
ployed, o task that volunteer agen-
cies simply aren’t equipped to do.

Big shoulders, big problems
Habitat was the only truly successful

experience | had in Son Francisco.
Most of the organizations | ap-
proached were eager for publicity

m

but otherwise had no use for me. |
began to think that | simply hadn't
been emphatic enough about what
| was after. Chicago had to be bet-
ter. | had spoken to Donna Dixon, a
coordinator at The Volunteer Net-
work, who said that she and her
coworkers placed one thousand
volunteers a year. Surely she'd be
able to find work for me.

It my troubles in San Francisco
had given me reason to be skeptical
about volunteer organizations, Dix-
on made it clear how flaky we vol-
unteers could look from their point of
view. She and her colleagues try to
match volunteers’ skills and interests
with an orgonization's needs, but
volunteering, like all things, often
succumbs to what is trendy. “For a
while we were swamped with peo-
ple whe wanted to work with co-
caine babies,” says Dixon, “so the
hospital has a year's waiting list for
those volunteers.

“And there are those who are not
willing to go where the need is,”
she says. “l was working with some
women who wanted to volunteer at
a shelter, but they wanted to do it
in a nice neighborhood. | told them,
‘I'm sorry, but | can't find you «
shelter in Oak Brook.””

Even when an organization does
get the volunteers and the project
together, there's no guarantee of
success. For my first assignment,
Dixon set me up with a group of
teenagers to clean up a backyard
for @ woman who had been con-
fined to a wheelchair for forty-six
years. When | arrived, two women
from Chicago’s Department on Ag-
ing were standing in front of the
house looking distressed. They said
that the backyard was more of a
project than anyone had anticipat-
ed, and the teenagers had already
left. While they discussed the need
for heavy equipment and the possi-
bility of snakes, Dixon and | in-
spected what appeared to be a
forty-six-year-old thicket of weeds
and brush that had grown up be-
hind the house. The cleanup would
eventually get done, but not today.

My afternoon assignment was
much more fruitful. | was to help
serve dinner at the Olive Branch,
one of the oldest men’'s shelters in
Chicago and a main stop on “tramp
trail,” the route the men take as
they go from shelter to shelter
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is o drop in for a day and have a
mecningful experience. To be truly
successful you have to make a long-
term commitment, fo consider your
own skills and 1o decide what you
really want to do. Stuffing envelopes
is important and someone has fo do
it, but every volunteer coordinator |
talked to said that isn't reaily what
volunteering is about; that if you
don’t want to do something, just say
no. Otherwise, you'll never stay with

Q project.

So when Mills returned with an-
other stack of papers to copy, | gave
them back to her and said, “Thanks,

but | hate copying machines.”

Editor’s note: Want to volunteer?
Cail the Points of Light Foundation,
800-677-5515, or send a self-ad-
dressed, stomped envelope to Vol-
unteer—The National Center, 111
N, 19th 5t., Suite 500, Arlington,

VA 22209,

John Davidson’s work has appeared in Tex-

as Monthly, Vanity Fair and Mirabella.

Dreams

What do your dreams
and nightmares mean?

Do they foretell the future?

Are they a secret doorway
into ancther world?

Find out what your dreams mean ond
listen os others reveal the innermost
secrsts of thelr dreams. Talk to master
dreamworker Alex Lukeman fauthor of
What Your Dreams Can Teach You) and
others using his powerful methods.
Dreams reveal your true nature and
power. Explore a vast new world. Learn
the secret language of dreams.

CALL TODAY

1:900-370-3720

$1.99 per minute + 24 hours a day
Must be 18 years of age

Marrquis Markeling {702) 254-1445
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Panic attack

{continued from page 109)

divorce, financial reversal or a shift
of residence to trigger an attack, says
Gregory McFadden, M.D., Ph.D., di-
rector of panic and anxiety disorders
tor the Feighner Research Institute in
San Diego, California.

Once an anxiety disorder strikes,
what can be done about it? While
there is some dispute between psy-
chiatrists who tend to faveor pharma-
cological solutions and psychologists
who prefer such nondrug interven-
tion as talk therapy and behavior
modification, most specialists be-
lieve that some combination of the
two approaches is best.

Drugs certainly can be helpful in
neutralizing the panic attack to the
point where it can be addressed by
psycholegical means. Benzodiaze-
pines such as Valium, Librium and
Xanax are known to have ropid
calming effects, but only Xanax
has been cleared by the Food and
Drug Administration expressly for
panic attacks. It is currently the
most widely used drug treatment.
Untfortunately, according to a study
reported in 1988 in Archives of Gen-
eral Psychiatry, Xanax has only a 50
percent success rate.

Antidepressants like Nardil and
Prozac reduce panic, but unlike the
benzodiazepines, they require
some weeks to reach effective
strength. A beta blocker like In-
deral gives temporary relief by
shutting down the peripheral
nerves that send adrenaline to the
heart muscles and thereby elimi-
nating that unmistakable heart-
racing feeling of fear.

All of these drugs can produce
some unpleasant side effects, such
as drowsiness, dizzy spells, con-
fused thinking and sexual impair-
ment. And they can be dangerous
in combination with other chemi-
cals, chiefly alcohol,

The nondrug treatments are con-
siderably more successful and, of
course, have no chemical side ef-
fects. There are a variety of tech-
niques, but most rely on systematic
desensitization, a process designed
to break the mental link the patient
has established between her suf-
fering and the supposed environ-
mental trigger, be it o subway ride

or crossing a bridge. The methed
vsually starts with relaxation train-
ing, which both counters the effects
of prolonged anxiety and establishes
a kind of emotional ground zero for
the patient. Then she is gradually
taken up the steps of what is termed
the “anxiety hierarchy” until she has
come to terms with her worst fears.
For someone afraid of flying, this
might start with simply seeing the
word airplone, then a picture of an
airplane, and finally confronting the
terror of adually being in an gir-
plane that is hurtling down the run-
way. At each stage, the patient
learns to counter her mounting
anxiety by consciously turning her
mind away from her fears to some
relaxing memal image, like lying
on the beach in the sun. With prac-
tice, the patient starts to feel a new
sense of control over her disorder.
She gains confidence that, despite
her worst fears, she's not going 1o
die if she steps into that elevator or
that airplare.,

The psychologist David H. Barlow,
Ph.D., director of the Phobia and
Anxiety Disorders Clinic, SUNY at Al-
bary, takes a slightly different tack.
He argues that attacks brought on by
an anxiety disorder are provoked
by real physical sensations, which
the sufferer mislabels as panic; the
mistoke then brings on the real
thing. To counter this impression,
Dr. Barlow creates the same sensa-
tions that led to the panic aftack by
swirling the patient in a chair to the
point of dizziness or having her
exercise until her pulse is racing.
Without the fear to sustain them,
the symptoms gradually subside
and the patient begins to recognize
these feelings for what they are.

Finally, it is also possible to ease
the anxiety disorder victim's fears
through cognitive restructuring,
which is a matter of replacing neg-
ative thoughts ("Oh Ged, I'm going
to die”) with positive ones (“Hey, I'll
be okay”). The idea is that if the
negative thoughts can be re-
strained, then the panic reaction
might be tamed as well.

Which brings us back to Starting
Over. Had big Burt calmed himself
in Bloomingdale’s with serene
thoughts of Jill Clayburgh, he
might not have needed the Valium.
That's the real lesson of anxiety: It's
a battle of mind over medication. O




