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Help out where you’re 
able during holidays

The holidays are 
typically a magical 
time of the year, one 
spent with family and 
friends and taking 
time to be grateful for 
all we have.

It’s a time to gather 
together, possibly ex-
change gifts and bask 
in the blessings we 
have been given.

Of course, we’ve all heard through 
the years that it’s not necessarily such 
a joyous time for every one and while 
we surely understand that on a basic 
level, it’s not until you actually expe-
rience a life-altering event that you 
truly begin to know what that’s like.

At least, I’ll speak for myself on 
that matter, especially in the last near-
ly 20 years. While I knew there were 
those who didn’t find Christmas to be 
the most joyous time of the year, and 
tried to do a few small things to help 
whoever I could, I mostly was caught 
up in the joy of the season and cele-
brating it with my family.

This year, as most of you know, is 
different for my children and I. We un-
fortunately have new insight to what 
many other people have gone through, 
are going through and will go through 
during the holiday season since this 
will be the first without Roberta, who 
was wife, mother and more and, real-
ly, the foundation of our family.

But this isn’t about us, though I’ll 
be using examples of what we may be 
experiencing to illustrate what others 
are also going through. Or they may 
be going through much worse. Intense 
grief, I’ve learned in the last several 
months, is different for nearly every-
one.

I know we’re not the only ones to 
have gone through any sort of major 
loss. Heck, it’s not even the first time 
we’ve experienced a loss. It is, how-
ever, the first for us that can only be 
termed “life changing.”

Recently, Rodenberger-Gray Fu-
neral Home held a special ceremony 
for those who lost a loved one in the 
past year. The service was packed. 
They also gave out a photo ornament 
to those attending of their loved one, 
and that was the first one to go on our 
tree this year.

I also know in the last several 
months there are many more out there 
who I know personally that have gone 
through a similar loss and may be hav-
ing a hard time dealing with the holi-
days.

Oh, they’ll try their best, and be-
cause of that their efforts need to be 
termed a success, no matter what form 
they take.

Some will try to continue the tra-
ditions they’ve always done, or they 
may create new ones.

For me, I haven’t been able to listen 
to any of the normal Christmas music 
this year as in the past. Usually we 
would buy one new Christmas album 
and play it while out shopping togeth-
er for the kids, while also listening to 
holiday channels on the radio.

I had amassed a pretty impressive, 
if I do say so myself, Christmas play-
list on Amazon music that we would 
play while decorating or even just 
while sitting in the hot tub at night 
talking and enjoying an adult Christ-
mas beverage or two.

I think one day I’ll be able to listen 
to it again and remember those good 
times but this year is not that year.

Decorating the tree finally got done 
just last weekend, but it did get done. 
There were some tears, but there were 
smiles and laughs too as we remem-
bered some Christmases past.

The Henry County Chamber of 
Commerce recently shared a photo 
on Facebook that summed up pretty 
perfectly what many people are going 
through these couple of weeks:
• Not wanting to celebrate.
• Wanting to celebrate.
• Needing someone else to do all the 
work.
• Wanting to do all the work.
• Struggling to do anything at all.
• Staying busy with projects to avoid 
thinking or feeling.
• Thinking or feeling anyway.
• Suddenly crying at random mo-
ments.
• Wanting to talk about them.
• Not wanting to talk about them.
• Wanting the holidays over.
• Being thankful for the traditions of 
the holidays.
• Going through the motions.
• Struggling to stay present for oth-
ers.
• Some crazy mixture of all of the 
above.

My kids and I have been bless-
ed with a terrific support system to 
help us through these times, even as 
the people in that system are going 
through it, too. We can’t thank them 
enough.

But I know there are those who are 
not as lucky. Or may not feel like they 
can reach out and ask for help. Or may 
feel like no one will understand.

I would just encourage anyone out 
there who might know someone in 
that position to make an effort to let 
them know you’re available to help, 
if they want it. You can’t force it on 
them, but just let them know you’re 
there.

After all, while Christmas has be-
come about presents and roast beef 
and gathering together and possibly 
singing, it’s also about helping out our 
fellow humans as best we can.

And that should be done all year 
long.
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Do you ever find 
yourself putting off 
challenging conversa-
tions at work?

Sometimes, just 
thinking about a poten-
tially difficult conver-
sation has the power 
to fill us with anxiety. 
And that wave of dread 
often causes us to kick 
the can down the road, 

and avoid a conversation that really 
needs to happen.

But here’s the thing: Conflict 
avoiders always wind up with more 
conflict. Putting off a challenging 
conversation pacifies the worry of the 
moment but exacerbates the overall 
angst over time.

People who cannot voice concerns 
are eternally fraught with worry; Peo-
ple who are unwilling to push back 
will feel constantly disempowered. It 
gnaws at you all the time.

It doesn’t have to be this way. Be-
ing able to navigate challenging con-
versations is a hallmark of exception-
al formal and informal leaders.

Leaning in when you’re tempted to 
pull back takes practice.

Roberta Matuson’s new book, Can 
We Talk?, offers a number of key tips :

Start Small
If you struggle with difficult con-

versations and want to get better, fo-
cus on small wins first. This will boost 
your confidence.

Getting comfortable with low-
stakes conversations could be speak-
ing up when your restaurant order is 
incorrect, offering another point of 
view in a brainstorming meeting, or 
simply saying “no thank you” to plans 
you don’t want join (instead of mak-
ing up a white lie).

Matuson suggests, “Start small, 
build your strength, and get a few 
wins under your belt. “

These small wins will emotionally 
prepare you for more difficult conver-
sations later. Over time, you will be-
come less wary of temporary discom-
fort and more empowered to speak the 
truth

Don’t blindside the other person
If the conversation you need to 

have will have lasting implications 
(beyond a moment or two of discom-
fort for you), it’s important to prepare 
the other party for the conversation. 
The conversation should not come as 
a surprise.

Matuson notes, “In this day and 
age, they could be sitting at their din-
ing room table with the kids running 
around. They could be driving. They 
could be sitting beside a colleague at 
happy hour. You don’t know.”

Ask the person you’d like to speak 
with if there’s a time the two of you 
could speak privately. This gives them 
the opportunity to come to the conver-
sation with a level head, free of dis-
tractions.

Use notes
I remember many years ago, the 

US President at the time was con-
tinually criticized for bringing notes 
to meetings with other foreign lead-
ers. I didn’t understand the criticism. 
To me, it felt totally normal. Why 
wouldn’t you come prepared for high-
stakes conversations? I’d rather have 
a President who brought notes than a 
President who tried to remember ev-
erything only to forget important de-
tails.

There is no shame in using notes. If 
you are preparing for a potentially dif-
ficult conversation, Matuson advises 
being transparent, saying something 
like, “This is an important conver-
sation. I’ve been giving this a lot of 
thought and I’ve written down some 
notes.”

When you come prepared, you don’t 
need to worry about perfect memori-
zation of the speech you rehearsed in 
the shower. Instead, you can authenti-
cally lean into the conversation.

Difficult conversations are a part of 
any impactful, purpose-driven career. 
Being able to navigate these conversa-
tions with kindness, truth, and authen-
ticity is a learned skill. The more you 
do it, the better you become (and the 
less anxiety you will feel).

By JAMES D. RODRIGUEZ
Department of Labor’s Veterans’ Employment 
and Training Service

On Dec. 15, 1981, the Office of the 
Assistant Secretary of Labor for Vet-
erans’ Employment was established to 
alleviate unemployment for dis-
abled and Vietnam era veterans by im-
plementing policies and programs to 
increase opportunities for training, coun-
seling and employment placement ser-
vices. While much has changed in the 
past 40 years, including our name, which 
is now the Veterans’ Employment and 
Training Service, we’ve remained com-
mitted to serving all veterans, including 
the 4.5 million post-9/11 veterans who 
now represent the largest group of veter-
ans in the labor force.

At VETS, our mission is to pre-
pare America’s veterans, service mem-
bers and spouses for meaningful ca-
reers; provide them with employment 
resources and expertise; protect their 
employment rights; and promote their 
employment opportunities.  Last year, 
over 2,800 VETS staff, contractors, and 
grantees served more than 370,000 cus-
tomers.   

Looking ahead to our next 40 years
As VETS moves into the next de-

cades, we will continue to prioritize im-
proving our support for military-to-ci-
vilian transition and strengthening 
our strategic partnerships to connect vet-
erans, transitioning service members and 
military spouses with good careers. 

We will continue to work closely with 
our federal government partners at the 
Department of Defense, Department of 
Veterans Affairs, Small Business Ad-
ministration and other agencies to ensure 
all veterans get the critical services they 
need. We will also continue to strength-
en our partnerships with state workforce 
agencies and other non-governmental 
partners to scale our impact across a va-
riety of sectors.

VETS is focused on advancing equi-
ty and inclusion in our underserved vet-
eran communities who do not interact 
with the Department of Labor and other 
federal government agencies and pro-
grams at the same rate as other veteran 
communities. We are working to identi-
fy gaps and barriers to the equitable ac-
cess of services, and and to ensure our 
programs support all veterans, including 
women, minority, LGBTQ+, rural, and 
incarcerated veterans, as well as those 
with disabilities.

We know that hiring veterans is not 
only the right thing to do, but also a good 
business decision. Connecting employ-
ers with talented veterans and military 
spouses is an important part of our “pro-
mote” mission – and VETS has several 
resources that can help:

VETS’ Employer Guide to Hiring 
Veterans includes a comprehensive 
overview of everything employers need 
to know about recruiting, hiring and re-
taining veteran employees.  

Our HIRE Vets Medallion Pro-
gram recognizes employers of all sizes 
for their efforts to provide veterans with 
meaningful, long-term careers.

One-on-one assistance for veterans 
interested in these and other resources. 
Please reach out to vets-outreach@dol.
gov. 

VETS is honored to have served 
this nation for the past 40 years, and we 
will continue to uphold our values of in-
tegrity, commitment, respect and excel-
lence in our mission to serve veterans, 
transitioning service members and mili-
tary spouses.  

Helping vets 
this season
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