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In the midst of all of the 
holiday hustle and bustle, 
cash registers ringing up 
sales and people wrapping 
carefully selected presents 
for family and friends, 211 
navigators receive calls 
from many people who just 
want to help those who are 
less fortunate.

For these callers, the art 
of giving comes from the 
heart. There are as many 
different reasons to give 
as there are organizations 
that need your support 
during the holiday season.

If you want to give help, 

but don’t know what is 
available in your com-
munity, 211 is here to help 
you find holiday programs. 
There are some that as-
sist older adults, as well as 
families, with food, gifts 
and other forms of sup-
port.

The art of giving isn’t 
just about donating mon-
etarily. It also includes vol-
unteering, donating blood 
or organizing a sock and 
clothing drive.

You can also give the 
gift of your talents. Do you 
know how to fix a sink or 
are handy with a paint-
brush? Maybe you have 
a neighbour with young 

children who could use 
a break to catch up with 
shopping or just needs a 
break in general.

Are you talented with 
knitting needles? Hand-
knit mittens can be do-
nated to a local shelter. 
Or simply clean out your 
closet and donate gently 
used items to a local char-
ity. 211 can help ensure 
your time or talent makes 
the greatest difference in 
someone else’s life.

The simple gift of your 
time can mean so much 
to others. If you haven’t 
spoken with a close friend 
in a while, call them and go 
to lunch. Or invite some-

one over who doesn’t go 
out much or who is new 
to your community for a 
warm beverage and snacks. 
Let the people in your life 
know how important they 
are to you.

Volunteer Nova Scotia 
has a website that lists 
volunteer opportunities 
across the province. Visit 
volunteerns.ca or call 211 
to speak with a community 
resource navigator any-
time.

For those who need the 
additional support, 211 is 
available 24-7 to connect 
you with holiday programs 
specifically designed to 
replace stress and sadness 

with comfort and joy.
Helping others is a joyful 

feeling and Nova Scotians 
have earned a reputation 
for being some of the most 
generous people out there.

Reach out to 211 to give 
or get help this holiday 
season. Dial or text 211, 
email help@ns.211.ca or 
visit ns.211.ca/seasonal for 
more information about 
programs and services in 
your community.

Find ways to help others this holiday season 
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SUZY TEUBNER 
steubner@ns.211.ca

 
Suzy Teubner is the Director of 
Communications and Outreach 
for 211 Nova Scotia. For more 
information about the 211 
service, dial 211 or visit the 211 
website at www.ns.211.ca.

Bringing together like-minded people  

Learning has no age limit.
It’s also the perfect way 

to bring people together, 
says Mary-Jane O’Halloran, 
the president of Elder 
Learners in Halifax. She 
has spearheaded the co-
ordination of informative 
and interesting talks for 
older adults since the late 
1980s.

O’Halloran says the 
learning sessions and the 
presentations they include 
cover a wide range of top-
ics, from health and history 
to science and sociology. 
She says the upcoming 
talks from November to 
March offer a unique com-
bination of practical and 
cool and will be of great 
value to elder learners.

“Halifax has many peo-
ple who generally like to 
learn. We’re surrounded by 

academic institutions and 
experts, along with people 
who are retired and like to 
learn about new stuff. We 
saw a huge demand for 
that existed, so we started 
Elder Learners,” she says.

O’Halloran says the non-
profit organization took off 
in part thanks to her own 
retirement, when she real-
ized she still yearned for 
cognitive stimulation.

“When I retired, I wanted 
to keep my brain active 

and learn a bit more. I was 
searching for ways to do 
that and found other peo-
ple were trying to do the 
same,” says O’Halloran.

The organization markets 
itself as an educational 
opportunity for seniors 55 
and older, but all ages are 
welcome. Talk tickets are 
$20 for members and $25 
for non-members, with the 
cost including coffee, other 
refreshments and a light 
lunch.

O’Halloran says this is 
the second component 
of the organization: so-
cializing. She says Elder 
Learners is not just about 
learning, but also making 
connections with like-
minded individuals.

With 50 to 100 people 
regularly attending each 
session, there is plenty of 
mingling to be had.

“The coffee break and

SARA ERICSSON 
sara.ericsson@saltwire.com

Continued on page S2 ›
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Nowadays, when I think of 
the word “Christmas,“ my 
mind automatically con-
jures up the warring fac-
tions in Facebook land.

We have the people who 
happily post a cartoon of 
Olaf the snowman belting 
out, “Only 300 days until 
Christmas!“ and the rest of 
the population screaming 
back, “No! Say it ain’t so!“

Christmas is an emo-
tional time. Lots of 
holidays are special, but 
Christmas is the big enchi-
lada. It makes itself known 
the minute our Halloween 
pumpkins roll off the front 
porch. It’s like a giant, puls-
ing machine, pushing us 
onward through November 
and gathering steam until 
we tear off that page in our 
calendars to reveal Decem-
ber.

December.
Suddenly, as if realizing 

it for the first time, instead 
of every year of our lives, 
it hits us that we only have 
three weeks to get four 
years’ worth of work done 
by Dec. 25. That’s three 
weeks and change! How 
the heck did that happen?

Now, obviously, I’m 

looking at this from a tired, 
grown-up woman’s per-
spective because tired, 
grown-up women are the 
ones, the general popula-
tion somehow decided, 
who should shoulder the 
burden of this wondrous 
occasion. Possibly because 
this same population 
deemed that shopping, 
giftwrapping, cooking and 
decorating are things we 
women just love to do on 
top of the other wondrous 
things we do in the run of 
a day, like working, rais-
ing kids and cleaning the 
house.

But I’m not going to leave 
men out of this equation. 
They also have their as-
signed duties at this time 
of year, risking life and 
limb to hang off a ladder 
and drape Christmas lights 
on rooftops and big trees 
in the front yard. They are 
also the ones stuck in the 
garage putting together 
bikes, train sets and doll-
houses late into the night 
on Christmas Eve.

We moan about it end-
lessly, while we stand in 
store lineups overheating 
in our winter jackets, and 
yet, like lemmings hurrying 
toward the edge of a cliff, 
we all fall willingly over the 
side. We just have to do it. 

Christmas is the chance 
for us to be together again 
and, as our families grow 
and spread out across the 
globe, we desperately need 
an occasion to guilt the 
people we love into coming 
home to spend time with 
us.

And we honestly think 
that’s what we want, until 
we’re in the middle of stuff-
ing a turkey and an argu-
ment breaks out between 
eggnog swilling, longtime 
conservative Uncle Ernie 
and your die-hard liberal 
Auntie Joan, who’s hopped 
up on her third gin and 
tonic. Christmas is won-
derful, but messy — kind of 
like life.

We have marvellous 
memories of being a kid, 
hanging up our stockings 
and leaving cookies and 
milk for Santa Claus and 
always a carrot for Ru-
dolph. We remember not 
being able to get to sleep, 
almost sick with excite-
ment about opening pres-
ents in the morning.

And then we have the 
not-so-great memories of 
the first time we couldn’t 
get home for Christmas, 
crying into our frozen din-
ner in a studio apartment 
far, far away and our mom 
on the phone trying to 

make us feel better. And 
then there’s the first Christ-
mas after you’ve lost some-
one. It’s heartbreaking. You 
wish the whole day would 
just disappear and leave 
you alone. Everyone in the 
world is celebrating, except 
you.

Christmas can make 
happy people really happy 
and sad people really sad 
because it’s a day times a 
thousand.

Unfortunately, Christmas 
has become an industry of 
sorts. We now have whole 
weeks on television dedi-
cated to Christmas movies. 
Why this is necessary, I’ll 
never know.

The script is the same 
every time: savvy, gor-
geous, determinedly-single 
business woman goes 
home for the holidays and 
bumps into the nerd from 
high school, who’s now a 
gorgeous hunk and runs 
his own winery. Sparks 
fly during the town hall 
Christmas carolling con-
test. They fall into each 
other’s arms, while wear-
ing ugly Christmas sweat-
ers, and kiss under the 
mistletoe. Fade to black.

Despite all the nonsense 
that threatens to drown 
Christmas in a commer-
cialized quagmire, the 

Make marvellous memories amid holiday hustle and bustle
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light lunch are a chance for 
everyone to have a chat and 
get to know each other. This 
social side is definitely
another appealing reason 
to attend the talks,“ she 
says.

The following Elder 
Learners talks will be held 
in the McNally Theatre at 
Saint Mary’s University:
• Saturday, Nov. 30 — SS 

Atlantic: Courage, Folly 
and Lies in the White Star 
Line’s Worst Disaster Be-
fore the Titanic. Presented 
by scuba diver, writer and 
historian Robert Chaulk at 
9:45 a.m.;
• Saturday, Jan. 18 — 

Dementia, New Research 
and Frailty. Presented by 
Lindsay Wallace, a Dal-
housie University geriatric 
medicine PhD student, at 
9:45 a.m.;
• Saturday, Feb. 22 — 

The Underwater World: 
Whales, Sharks, Rays, etc. 

Presentation and video by 
Dr. Chris Harvey-Clark, a 
veterinarian and marine 
biology professor at Dal-
housie University, at 9:45 

a.m.; and
• Saturday, March 28 — 

Lyme Disease, Ticks, New 
Research. Presented by 
Jane Bailey of Mount Al-

lison University at 9:45 a.m.
O’Halloran says talk top-

ics are chosen after mem-
bers submit suggestions 
on what they would like 

to learn more about. An 
emphasis is put on variety, 
so that all areas of interest 
are covered, along with 
an emphasis on local top-
ics, since Nova Scotia or 
Halifax-relevant presenta-
tions help those attending 
uncover more about their 
own backyard.

“We ask for their input 
and they always indicate 
they enjoy that local infor-
mation. Things like the his-
tory of streets, for example, 
or ocean-related topics. We 
then arrange speakers we 
know will pique interest,“ 
she says.

“It’s also about changing 
the topics so we are always 
learning about something 
new. That is another rea-
son why people enjoy com-
ing again and again.“

For more information, 
contact the Elder Learners 
secretary at 902-883-9766 
or j.mackeigan@bellaliant.
net. You can also visit
elderlearners.ca.
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LESLEY CREWE  
ARE YOU KIDDING ME?
lesley.crewe@gmail.com 

 
Lesley Crewe is a writer living in 
and loving Cape Breton. These 
are the meandering musings of a 
bored housewife whose ungrateful 
kids left her alone with a retired 
husband. Since all her pets have 
now died, she’s very cranky. Her 
11th book, Are You Kidding Me?! 
Chronicles of an Ordinary Life (a 
collection of her various columns 
over the past 20 years), is now 
available in bookstores.

simple reason we are all 
nostalgic for this time of 
year is the only reason that 
matters. It’s love. Love for 
our family. Love for our 
friends and neighbours. 
Standing outside in the 
quiet of a winter’s night, 
with snow falling gently 
around us. Wishing for 
peace on Earth. Christmas 
is “a thrill of hope, the 
weary world rejoices.“

Christmas 
chaos 
coming up
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