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How I found purpose in my retirement

I joined Seniors Junction because I have seen (and
experienced) for myself the hazards of being an isolated
senior. Looking back, I would say that it happened to me
very quickly. One month I was married, a caregiver for my
wife, and employed full time in an intensive position, and
just four months later I was widowed and retired.

The director of the funeral home told me that, in his experience, most men lack
a social network. When widowed, they tend to just stay at home. I am not writing
today about grief. I know enough about grief to realize that is a special and
complicated problem, and if one is fortunate enough to have access to a
thanatologist, a great deal can be accomplished. I just want to speak to the
question of isolation.

My other understanding came at a retirement workshop that my employer
offered. One of the speakers explained that there were seven things that my
employment gave me that I no longer had as a retiree. I don’t remember the
seven things, but at the time it was an impressive list. Today I can say that after
retirement I missed the joy of teaching, the satisfaction of feeling I had made a
difference, the pleasure of thinking that my knowledge, skills, and expertise
were worthwhile, the ability to remind myself of things I had accomplished, and
the social aspects of work: the colleagues and students. Retirement cannot
simply be the cessation of work. Widowhood must be more than just living
without one’s spouse. #Purpose and people. I could boil it down to that.

Have you watched many movies? I have. In Grand Canyon, Steve Martin’s
character says that “all of life’s questioned are answered in the movies.” That
may be a slight exaggeration, but I often find myself trying to explain a point by
referring to a movie. Very recently I tried this with a colleague and found she

 



didn’t know the movies I was talking about, and I’m afraid what I said probably
made little sense.

Nevertheless I am all set to try again today. I am thinking of The Great Race
(1965). If there is such a thing as an “epic comedy,” this would be it. In the era
of World War I, pilots (flying was new then) compete with each other to see who
can fly across the English Channel, and who can get there first. It is a comedy,
so the contestants (each from a different nation) are caricatures. The American
pilot is brash, the English pilot precise, the Japanese pilot fastidious, and so on.
When we first see the German pilot, we realize that he is in military uniform, and
from his size we wonder whether he will fit in the cockpit and, if he will, whether
he will be able to get out again.

He stands beside his plane, urgently reading a book. A closeup shows us that it
is the manual for the plane. One of the other contestants asks him the question
that is on our minds: how much flying has he done? He calmly answers that this
will be his first flight. “You’ve never flown and you’re going to cross the English
Channel?” the shocked pilot asks him. 
The man answers calmly that “A German officer can do anything.”

Why have I dragged us through this scene (that is what my colleague
wondered)? Because I think it captures the situation in which so many of us
have landed. Retirement? It is the “third half” of one’s life, and it is the half for
which most people have not planned (apart from finances). Many of us find
ourselves short of people and short of purpose. We are trying to fly across the
English Channel for the first time. The only difference between us and the
optimistic movie character is that no one has given us a manual.

It is no wonder that the outcome, for people of greatly diminished #purpose and
reduced social contacts, is often #isolation. I joined Seniors Junction because
Dr. Namrata Bagaria explained that seniors isolation was already a grave
problem before COVID, and now it is a public health emergency. I signed on
because she explained that there are solutions available, if people can be
persuaded to try them. I took this position on because I know isolated seniors
and there are many more I do not know. If some can be helped, then I will again
have the satisfaction of making a difference.

What are the means and what is our approach? In short, we want to stimulate
people’s interest, perhaps in subjects or activities that they left behind with the
time pressures of work and family, or maybe in something new. Yes, there are
aspects of seniors’ physical well being that need to be addressed (movement
and nutrition, to name two), and we plan to offer to inform people on those
aspects, but just as importantly, perhaps critically, if someone takes a short



course on a new subject (we have chosen 8 weeks, because studies have
shown that is a good amount of time to integrate learning), then they have new
things to think about, talk about, and relate to, and this contributes to purpose
and to meeting and talking with people.

If it is a subject one was interested years ago, old memories are revived, and
the material is looked at with fresh eyes and interest. There is also no telling
what questions other members of the class will pose, or what comments they
will make. 
If it is a new subject, then entirely new pathways are made in the brain, instead
of making it run along the same well worn grooves again and again. In either
case a person’s world is made richer, and more actively social.

The field of adult education is crowded. Our distinction is that we offer
authenticity, courses given by experts, not just people familiar with the material.
Secondly, and very importantly, we do what we do with a view to eliminating
isolation, and to building what the Japanese call “Ikigai,” reasons for living, or
what I tend to call purpose.

I hope you will join us for some of these activities and courses. I hope that many
others will learn of what we offer. You see, my co-founders and I want to make
a difference. Thank you for reading. 
Regards, 
Paul A. Merkley, co-founder, Seniors Junction

JOIN OUR COMMUNITY

FACEBOOK GROUP

UPCOMING EVENTS
23rd May: Seniors Circle - Sharing
Ikigai (purpose)

Ikigai is Japanese word for "reason for being" or
"purpose". Let us share what purpose means to us
and how we are or have lived our purpose. 

Click Here to Register

https://www.facebook.com/groups/466068124485804
https://www.eventbrite.ca/e/seniors-circle-sharing-ikigai-purpose-tickets-154182390681
https://www.eventbrite.ca/e/seniors-circle-sharing-ikigai-purpose-tickets-154182390681


PODCAST OF THE WEEK
Social isolation & social robots

In today's episode we interview Lee St. James and her
social robot Mindy. Social Robots helps families and
seniors who are in assisted living/ retirement homes
stay connected when they can’t visit in person as
often as they would like. Mindy, their friendly robot
(always accompanied by a Social Robot expert), will

visit weekly or bi-weekly to share your messages, photos, videos and
music.Visit Social Robots website 
Watch on YouTube 
Listen on Simplecast

SIGNUP FOR OUR COURSES
History of Renaissance Music

What if you could go back to college and relive your
dreams? Our lifelong academy offers liberal arts and
wellness courses by experts in the field. Keep sharp

and make new friends with our virtual courses.

History of Renaissance Music is a virtual course taught by Dr. Paul Merkley,
Professor Emeritus and a world renowned expert in 15th century music. 
Launched Apr 14, 2021 
Duration: 90 minutes 
Alternate Wednesday Afternoon, 2 pm EDT 
Number of classes: 8 
Recordings available for missed classes

Course Brochure 
Click Here to Register
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