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The Volunteer in Our Society

CIVILIZATION apparently is of such a nature that the
further we progress in it the more difficult we find it
to live together.

We are beginning to think about how poor a place
earth would be if the mechanization of living were to
deprive us of the contacts we gain in voluntary associa-
tion with our neighbours. Major-General Georges P.
Vanier, Governor General of Canada, said to a Cana-
dian Welfare Council conference of community leaders
from across Canada early in 1962: “as our society
grows ever more and more complicated and more
personal, the need for voluntary work becomes daily
greater, for it is essential that there be preserved a
balance between complexity and conscience.”

One does not need to have a romantically heightened
view of giving oneself away, but only to remember that
the contribution made by individuals and groups vol-
untarily is the real foundation of democratic society,
and that it is one of the ways in which, in spite of
mechanization and automation, we remain human.

“Society”, as it is used in this Letter, is the kind of
life we live in organized communities, where interests
and purposes are common to all. A “social” person
does not mean one who enjoys parties, but, as Dr.
Samuel Johnson defined “social” in his dictionary
of 1755: a person ““fit for society.”

Besides social, there are personal values in voluntary
service. The volunteer realizes the quality of experience
that can be his through sharing viewpoints and work-
ing with others in pursuit of both individual and
common goals.

The “why” of working with others is not greatly
important. The Talmudic principle is: “A man should
perform a righteous deed, even if he does so only for
ulterior motives, because he will thus learn to do the
right for its own sake.”

You may wish for a sense of accomplishment, for
the adventure of something new, for a change of pace
from the workaday world, for self-expression, or only
to belong. There is no better way to banish the blues
or to counteract the poison of world crises than by
engaging in thoughtful work with and for others. The

end result is self-fulfilment, which is on a higher plane
than self-interest.

There is no stereotyped way of being altruistic.
Every man in a free society can help in his individual
way to shape it; that is what sets him apart from those
in a slave society. He has ideas, opinions, interests and
abilities to contribute.

Giving service, and not putting on a show, is the
distinguishing feature of the good member of society.
Charles Dickens gave us a portrait of the poseur in
Little Dorrit: Mr. Casby, the bold expanse of whose
patriarchal countenance was so valuable to himself
and so disappointing to everybody else. He seemed
brimful of benevolence if only one could lay hold of it.

It is through action that we become part of the
setting around us and participate in the transaction of
living. If we wish to develop into fully participating
human beings we can do so by locating a social need
and offering the help it is in our power to give. “Ac-
cording to one’s power” was a favourite saying of
Socrates, and it is a saying of great substance. Long-
fellow put it this way: “Give what you have. To
someone, it may be better than you dare to think.”

The nature of society

Students of anthropology and archaeology have
reason for amazement when they consider the brief
interval, scarcely a moment of the time this earth has
been in existence, in which humanity has built up its
present society and civilization.

Social service, in its broad sense as genuine interest
in the welfare of others, is as old as the beginning of
that civilization, but perhaps it is time for a restate-
ment of our purpose.

In days when we are so concerned with defence,
we need to ask ourselves what we are defending. It
is not enough to be satisfied with expansive theories
of universal peace. They may be proclaimed and
paraded without any sacrifice of time or effort.
What we must have is concrete illustration of our
interest in survival of our society, both what we receive
from it and the privilege of contributing to it. As was
written in the Report of the Royal Commission on






