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THE UNSPOKEN TRUTH: REUNIONS ARE NOT SOCIAL EVENTS, THEY ARE LIFELINES.
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| used to view our reunions simply as social get-togethers, but the recent Military Reunion Network (MRN)
Summit in Lubbock, TX, brought home how much more they truly are. Sharon Danitschek, from MRN, has
consistently championed the mental health benefits of reunions. | wanted to further emphasize this crucial
point.

It is easy to dismiss military reunions as simple social gatherings — a chance to swap old stories and catch up
with familiar faces. However, as | experienced at the recent MRN Summit, there is a profound, often
overlooked, benefit to these connections: they are vital for our mental health. The MRNs mission statement,
"Our mission is to reduce Veteran Suicide by encouraging continued connection through military reunions,"
powerfully highlights this truth.

This perspective might be a revelation for many. We might not consciously recognize the deep psychological
impact of these gatherings, but the fact remains: Whether we want to admit it or not, most of us carry some
sort of invisible wounds or unspoken challenges from our service that impact our overall mental health. It is
not always about combat trauma; it could be the stress of deployment, the difficulty of transitioning back to
civilian life, the loss of friends, or even just the unique culture shock of re-entering a world that doesn't quite
"get" what you've been through. These experiences, subtle or overt, can contribute to feelings of isolation,
anxiety, depression, or a sense of not quite belonging.

This is precisely where reunions become more than just a party; they transform into crucial therapeutic
spaces. When we gather with those who shared our experiences, we find:

¢ Profound Understanding and Validation: There is an immediate, unspoken understanding that
permeates these gatherings. You do not have to explain the nuances of military life, the inside
jokes, or the unspoken rules; everyone just gets it. This shared context provides immense
validation, reassuring us that our experiences and feelings are normal, not isolated.

e A Safe Space for Shared Processing: Reunions offer a unique environment where it feels safe to
talk about things you might not discuss with anyone else. The shared history creates a bond of
trust, allowing us to process difficult memories, discuss ongoing struggles, and even grieve losses
in a supportive and empathetic setting.

e Reconnection with Purpose and Identity: For many, military service was a defining period,
offering a strong sense of purpose and identity. Civilian life can sometimes feel directionless by
comparison. Reunions help reignite that sense of camaraderie and remind us of the shared values
and bonds that once shaped us, helping to anchor our identity.
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e Combatting Isolation, a Silent Killer: One of the biggest threats to mental health, especially for
veterans, is isolation. The MRNs focus on "continued connection” directly addresses this. By
bringing us together, reunions actively combat loneliness and provide a vital support network,
reminding us that we are part of a community that understands and cares.

e Mutual Support and Resilience Building: Beyond just talking, reunions often lead to practical
support. Veterans share coping strategies, recommend resources, or simply offer an empathetic
ear. This mutual support builds resilience, equipping us to better navigate future challenges.

In essence, these "get-togethers" are powerful antidotes to the silent struggles many veterans face. They are
not just about nostalgia; they are about fostering ongoing connections that are fundamental to our mental
well-being, helping us to heal, feel understood, and ultimately, thrive.

Michael P McGrath

Deck, Second Division — Assault Boat Coxswain
May 1976 — January 1978
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