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DANVILLE, Ill. – Jack Wagoner
looked steadily into the cat’s blue eyes.
A smile played across his face.

“This means an awful lot to me,” the
World War II veteran said, never taking
his eyes off the gray-and-white cat. “I’ll
take care of it every day.”

Wagoner was one of 10 men in Honor
House at the Veterans Affairs Illiana
Health Care System in Danville who be-
came pet owners last month. The robot-
ic pets – two dogs and eights cats – were
presented by members of the Knights of
Columbus Fourth Degree on Nov. 13.

The soft, life-like dogs and cats have
multiple sensors for movement, sounds
and touch. The dogs yawn and some-
times yip; the cats purr, meow, blink and
roll on their backs for tummy rubs. The
voices can be set on mute.

Jenna Butler, recreation therapist,
said the pets will be used as a tool to
help veterans with dementia.

“I’m thrilled. I can’t wait to put it in
place,” she said. “Pets can have a posi-
tive effect.”

Robotic pets can bring comfort, com-
panionship and fun, and reduce the
need for pharmacological interventions.
Veterans with dementia may experi-
ence depression, anxiety and agitation,
she said, but owning a pet – even a bat-
tery-operated one – helps them relax.

Some people with dementia have
Sundowner’s syndrome, when their ag-
itation becomes more pronounced at
nightfall. The pets should help alleviate
those behaviors, Butler said.

The pets also may stimulate owners’
motor skills, increase their pleasure and
interest, and improve pro-social behav-
ior. Butler said intervention is individ-
ual to each veteran.

When the pets were distributed
Thursday, the men’s delight was obvi-
ous.

“This is what it’s all about – watching
their joy,” Butler said.

“You get goosebumps,” Mike Puhr, a
Knights of Columbus member, said
while watching the veterans “play” with

the animals.
The men spent some time naming

their new companions. Wagoner
touched hearts when he named his cat
Wanda Marie in memory of his wife.

“I’ve never seen anything like this in

my life,” he said, while the cat purred on
his lap. “It makes me feel like my wife is
alive. She loved cats.”

Orlando Rodriguez, who served in the
Marines during the Vietnam War, set-
tled on “Dog” as the name for his golden

retriever with a red bandanna. The dog
brought back memories of his youth,
when his father owned boxers.

His wife, Jean, was just as enthralled,
saying, “These are so cute.”

Alonzo “Don” Parker, a Korean War
veteran with the Army, and his wife,
Janice, decided to name his orange/
white cat Jenny, after Jenna Butler. The
couple has had pets in the past.

“I think it’s nice,” Janice said, reach-
ing over to stroke the cat.

When a black-and-white cat was
handed to Gerry Umphenour, a Navy
veteran, he promptly fell asleep with the
cat purring on his lap. He served a total
of 24 years with the Navy, including
Vietnam.

“It’s adorable,” wife Karen said, not-
ing that the pet will be called Sylvester.

Jennifer Sheehan-Wells, voluntary
services specialist, said the VA has used
robotic pets in the past in a group set-
ting, but has never had enough to give to
each veteran. It was well-received then
by veterans, and staff noticed an in-
crease in tranquility.

“I foresee this being a good benefit,”
she said. Other VA centers have used ro-
botic pets for therapy.

Knights of Columbus Fourth Degree
members raised $1,000 in recent
months to buy 10 pets for veterans in the
Alzheimer’s unit/Honor House at the
VA. Cost was $100-120 for each pet; they
were bought from Joy For All.

The K of C members volunteer at the
VA, making donations of clothing,
games, books and hygiene items. Rob
Musgrove is the K of C representative,
along with Bill Gifford and John Boden-
steiner, at the VA’s quarterly meetings to
find out what services are needed.

When Musgrove learned about the
pets, and bought one to demonstrate, he
suggested that the K of C Fourth Degree,
with its emphasis on patriotism, buy the
pets for VA residents.

The group also undertakes commu-
nity projects, such as its annual Tootsie
Roll sale to raise money for local chil-
dren with disabilities, free-throw and
poster contests for local youth, and sup-
porting the local Catholic parishes.

Robotic pets bring smiles to veterans

Jack Wagoner, a World War II veteran, looks at his new robotic cat at the Honor
House at the Veterans Affairs Illiana Health Care System in Danville, Ill. He named
it Wanda Marie. MARY WICOFF/THE COMMERCIAL-NEWS VIA AP
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class. Exploration based in Buddhist
view and see how we can find our hap-
piness from a different source. Guided
meditation, a talk and time for dis-
cussion. 828-668-2241 or 
www.meditationinasheville.org/
happiness-from-a-different-source-
drop-in-series/.

Jan. 12

Puzzlefest: Noon-8 p.m. Jan. 12-18,
Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10
Presbyterian Church Road, Mills River.
The public is invited to assist with a
variety of puzzles, including a 3,000-
piece “Peaceful Reflections” showcase
puzzle. Participants encouraged to

Submit your event at least two weeks in
advance online at events. citizen-
times.com. Click on “Add your event” to
submit details.

Jan. 5

Nebraska Wesleyan University Choir: 7
p.m., First Presbyterian Church, 40
Church St., Asheville. Free. 
Living with Intention: Drop-in series
Jan. 5-26. 10:30 a.m. Sundays, Je
Tsongkhapa Kadampa Buddhist Center,
1070 Tunnel Road, Building 2, Unit 20
(behind Pomodoro’s), Asheville. $10 per
class. Explores power of the mind of
intention to launch us into being the
person we want to be. 828-668-2241 or

www.meditationinasheville.org/
living-with-intention-drop-in-series/
Adult Forum-Habits of Love: 9 a.m.,
First Congregational United Church of
Christ, 1735 Fifth Ave. W., Henderson-
ville. Discussion of Ashley lecturer Ed
Bacon’s “8 Habits of Love” with a focus
on play. Discussion and hand-on oppor-
tunities to play. www.fcchenderson
ville.org or 828-692-8630.

Jan. 8

Happiness From A Different Source:
Drop-in series Jan. 8-29. 7 p.m.
Wednesdays, Je Tsongkhapa Kadampa
Buddhist Center, 1070 Tunnel Road,
Building 2, Unit 20, Asheville. $10 per

bring canned food items for donation to
Interfaith Assistance Ministry. 828-891-
7101.

Jan. 26

Fundamentals of Buddhist Meditation:
3-5:30 p.m., Je Tsongkhapa Kadampa
Buddhist Center, 1070 Tunnel Road
Building 2, Unit 20 (behind Pomodo-
ro’s), Asheville. $25, discount for mem-
bers. This course introduces you to
some of Buddha’s most profound views
on the human mind as well as set you
up to begin a daily meditation practice.
www.meditationinasheville.org or 828-
668-2241 

RELIGION CALENDAR

“I have guaranteed daily reprieve
through the application of a 12-step pro-
gram and a relationship with God,”
Pfeiffer said.

Along with the sober bar, he’s part of
a nonprofit Christian motorcycle minis-
try called Trials to Triumph.

The sober bar is where Pfeiffer hosts
a faith-based recovery meeting at 7
p.m. every Thursday and 12-step meet-
ings at 7 p.m. every Friday. And begin-
ning in January, he’s going to start an-
other meeting called Hilltop at 6:30
p.m. on Wednesdays. The bar itself is
currently open 5 to 10 p.m. Thursday
through Sunday. Pfeiffer is adding 5 to
10 p.m. on Wednesdays starting in Jan-
uary as well.

“Not everybody who comes here is in
recovery,” Pfeiffer said. “But they’re like,
‘Can we get help?’ I tell them you can
and let us make some phone calls.”

Pfeiffer is candid about his ongoing
recovery from crack cocaine and a life
that led him to be a convicted felon.

Pfeiffer said he was at his breaking
point and on the cusp of losing his fam-
ily when he sought help through Sacred
Heart, a treatment facility in Michigan.

“My dad and my wife drove me to my
first and only treatment center that I
ever went into,” he said. “It was reach-
ing desperation that I became willing
enough to ask for the help.”

Pfeiffer spent seven days detoxing
and another 21 days in residential re-
covery at Sacred Heart.

“After 20 years of active addiction, I
came out and I still haven’t picked up. I
won’t. I still go to meetings. I am a 12-
step person,” Pfeiffer said.

Pfeiffer also credits his Christian
faith as a major factor in his ongoing so-
briety.

“It’s huge and I don’t sugarcoat it,”
said Pfeiffer about being a believer. “…If
you want a doughnut, you know sugar-
coated stuff, go down the road. If you do
not have God in your recovery, you are
wasting good, get-high time. Sooner or
later, the only relationship you’re going
to have is that relationship with God.”

For more information about Pfeiffer’s
recovery meetings, contact him at 810-
877-9958.

Sober
Continued from Page 1D

Billy Pfeiffer, operator of the Cuffed
Monkey Sober Bar, provides
encouragement while on the phone
with a friend who is coming out of
drug treatment in Owensboro, Ky. DON

WILKINS/THE MESSENGER-INQUIRER VIA AP

All this leads me to wonder when the
next religion will pop up. Will a new re-
ligion arise to “throw shade” and super-
sede all the rest? Maybe it’s already ar-
rived and thrives right before our eyes.

Could there be an alternative faith
beyond all other faiths, something that
doesn’t even need to call itself a faith?

Have you listened to the podcast,
“Finding Fred”? Yes, Fred Rogers of
“Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood.” For those
of us who remember watching the PBS
program or those who have seen the
current films on the man, there is a cer-
tain emotion that stirs just seeing his
picture or hearing his voice. The pod-
cast, hosted by Carvell Wallace, an Af-
rican-American author and contributor
to the New York Times Magazine, high-
lights some fascinating facets to the
uncommon man and his unforgettable
message.

I was impressed that Rogers was a
minister who didn’t feel the need to talk
about his faith or God with children or
parents. His “neighborhood” somehow
seemed more real, more honest and
frankly more loving than many other
neighborhoods of traditional beliefs.

“I like you just the way you are” he
would say. Quite a worldview or “reli-
gion.” A spirituality that sings beyond
spiritualities. His ministry – and he did
see his program as a ministry – was to
encourage families and children to love
others and love themselves. As the
podcast stated, he was “very affirming

of all people … he found the good in all
faith traditions” and he was “very sen-
sitive toward people who came from no
faith tradition at all.”

This got me thinking more expan-
sively, while at the same time, more
specifically, individually. I wondered: if
all other religions passed away and the
Religion of Fred remained, what kind of
world would be possible? 

Maybe that sounds too simplistic –
too idealistic or dreamy. Probably, but
aren’t all spiritual traditions propagat-
ed and propelled forward to a great ex-
tent by ideals and dreams? 

“I like you just the way you are.”
Some may say Fred was shaped by his
Presbyterian roots. Others may say he
shaped his own unique religion based
on a belief in people with more concern
for Goodness than God.

Carvell Williams summarizes “Mr.
Rogers’ Neighborhood” as “a beacon, a
map, a guide for how to treat one anoth-
er with kindness … to see ourselves in
one another and to accept the ways in
which we’re different.”

This wide-open neighborhood may
not be a garden to grow a new religion.
On the other hand, we may find that
seeing ourselves through the eyes of
children is the only kind of religion that
holds roots, shoots and fruits for the fu-
ture of the neighborhood – nurtured by
all neighbors in the human family. 

Chris Highland served as a Protes-
tant minister and interfaith chaplain
for many years. He is a teacher, writer,
freethinker and humanist celebrant.
Chris and his wife Carol, a Presbyterian
minister, live in Asheville. Learn more
at chighland.com. 
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