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PRIFACE

This paper is a follow-up to an earlier paper I did which
discussed the basic needs of older people, including physical,
emotionaly social, and spiritual needs. lherefore, 1 see no nced
to deal with all of these needs again, but wish instead to discuss
the church's nlace in helning to meet some of these needs. Most
of the ideas in this paper could be helpful to almost any organ—
ization dealing with older veople, but focus is placed upon the

dealings of churches of the Christian faith with the elderly.
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TE ROLE OF THE CHURCH IN IIELPING OLDER PROPLE

Mo one should die before his life is over" is a ohrase used

by an organization called the Gray Panthers that is a group of old
and young people working together for social change, 1 This saying
should be a motivating call to churches to begin and continue work
with their older people., 'The church needs to provide a place where
these older people can learn, grow, develop, serve, and minister.
The church needs an environment of love and acceptance of these
people. It needs to realize the many specisl needs thal the elderly
have. "The church, if it is to minister adequately, must identify the
needs of the elderly and reaffirm their personhood as older, but as
no less valunable, children of God," 2

Trust in God is an important source of happiness in later 1ife,
As people grow older many find religion and the church to mean more
to them than it did before, "Older people participate more in church
1ife than in all other tyves of soclal organizations combined," 3
The zoal of the church should be to help these interested older people
become mature Christians who find joy in commmication with God and in
sharing in service with others. The Greek poet Sophocles said, '"One
mugt wait until the evening to see how splendid the day has been,”
Just how splendid the days of an older person have been may depend on
vhet church leaders do to minister Lo azing persons and their fami-
lies, L Those older persons who are church members or who have been

involved in church life for some time are shown to have hetter versonal



adjustment in old age than non-members . 5 The Church can play a
positive role in personal adjustment in old age.

Christians have a special obligation to affirm the worth and dig-
nity of every personw-- this was the thrust of much of Jesus! earthly
ministry. More than any other institution in our society, the church
has a unique opportunity to protect the personhood of senior citizens,
"The Gospel speaks Lo the needs of the total man throughout the total
life cycle. Christ cared; we should tool" 6

The Bible speaks of the importance of older people and thalt they
should bhe respected and reverenced. '"Hearken to your father who begolb
vou, and do not despise your wother when she is old." (Proberbs 23: 22,
RSV)e "Do not cast me off in the time of old age; forsake me not when
my strength is spent," (Psalms 71:9). The Bible speaks in such a way
to tell thot there is beauty in old age, "The glory of young men is
their strength, but the heauty of old men is their gray hair." (Proverbs
20: 29). In 0ld Testamenlt times, the azed occupied a nrominent place
in the social and political system of the Jews. They were looked up
to as the ones having much knowled:e, They were allowed to rive their
opinions firste. The attainment of old age was regarded as a special
blessing. In public affairs ave formed the main mualification of those
who acted as representatives of the peonle in all dilficult matters
(elders).

The older people in our churches today have nuch to offer by way
of knowledse and skill, They are masters of survival; they have gone
through alot of change, Our churches can sain alob from what they have
to add to our fellowshio, "Both the increasing number of old peopnle in
our populatbion and the increasing emohasis upon the ola:e of religion in

the lives of individwals and in the affairs of soclely make an examination



of the relationshio between the older person and the church especlally
pervinent and appropriate today. Churches, in cooperation with other
agencies and institutions, are trying to meét many of the needs presented
by the problens of the ageds There is a need to survey the elfectiveness
of their nrograms and to susgest additional ways in which Lhey can improve

thelr worke! 7

There are many things that a church can do for older people. A
vital need of the church's older people is spiritual growrbth continuation,
The Christion 1life should he viewed as a swoiritually growing journey,
with growth being not just important for the elderly butb essential,

The vastor and other church members way hold the key to helning the older
persons achieve this growthe One way is through effective worshin ser-
vices using some of the things the elderly used to have, such as older
hymns s Another way the pustor could aid the members would be throush
preretirement counseling and other counseling. Another idea is a
Vacation Bible School for Senior Adults, including Bible study, films,
singing, and devotiomse. One of Lthe activities included writing letters
to themselves in which they outlined goals they wanted Lo work toward
during the next three months, The letbers were collected and mailed to
then in three months. It proved Lo be a ~ood check-up for them on their
progress. Me church should encourare the elderly Lo have their own
personal devotional activities, Reading the Bible and meditating wpon
its convents can be a major source of peace and comfort.

Many older people take into their malure years the same ildea of
the function of relizion as they had when they were young. DBut ir

relizion is really <oing to Le meaningful for senior citizens, it must

relate® Lo their changing needs. Whatever types of classes or sviritual



growth activities are held, it is important to remember that it is a
basic task of the church to teach spiritual lessons and to meet the
spiritual needs of the peovle,

The church can also aid the older people throuzh educational pro-
grams. Classes on death, retirement, illness, or aging could be held.
These educational sessions are bo help the aged become better persons
and the younger people prepare for old age, Lducation can have an im-
portant part in church work with the aged, because older people can
have much to live for if their interests are kept at a high level.

Another area of ministry that must be met in dealing with older
people is providing for their physical needs, This may involve
providing such things as transportation, often through bus ministries,
or meals, throuch "meals-~on-wheels" or at the church. Housing for
older people is one area that involves difficulty for the nerson and
the family, Southern Baptists have homes for the aging in twelve
states and the District of Columbia, 8 hese institutions are a
fairly recent development for the Baptists. Before this century, care
for the elderly came from family and relatives., Iowever, the modern
trend now is away from large family units and the relative instability
of the modern family is making Tamily arrangement less adecquate, Older
people often have many physical problems and this therefore is an
important type of ministry. Physical needs most often need to be met
before any others can be,

Another important area of ministry in the church to older people
is through fellowship with others., The aged should bhe nrovided with
opportunities For fellowship through creatbive recreation, Many older
groups enjoy bowling leagues or craft classes together, The activities

supply an occasion for fellowship among other older people. Some churches



have Senior Adult Choirs for those 05 and older thatl sing regularly in
church and travel to other places, Holiday activities are usually
emphasized because they are family times of the year and many of these
people are alone now, The Church should not let it he an empby holiday
Lor them.

There are special needs of those that can nol attend Church services,
The most iwnortant ministry in this area is visitation. Personal visciting
and listening to the older nmerson who is shnt-in is usually what he will
appreciate moste Ilany churches have visitalion programs seb up. Some
have visitors that go and teach a Bible lesson al least once a month,
There are lavortant things to remeimber when visiting., Don't promise
to visit again soon il wou may not be able to. Unfuliilled promises
distress an older person. Don't visit in large proups; too many peonle
will confuse the elderly. luportant objectives in visitation to the
clderly are: demonstrate that they aren't forgotten, express real
interest and a helping attitude, and carry the church news, especially
that about special activities for the older neonle., Home people vho
live too far away Lo visit often are on a "mail-out!" visitalilon program,
Anothor tyme of service is a Teleohone Check Service where older people
who live alone are called daily bto be sure thoy are 2ll rihie. In
nursing homes, commmity chaplainey programs can be started, Also,
an "adopt" a neichborhood block nrosran can be slarted where visits
are made to for~olbien elderly on a certain block,

There are an infinite number of things a church can do to help
its older neople and others in the commnity. FIach church has to decide
for itself what oprocrams are best for il throush exanination of the other
commmity proprams already available and through the needs of its immnediate

members



Senior adults, like any other pgroun of vneople, wonld rather have
leaders who work with them than Lo have leaders do things for them, .Older
people want to continue to be useful and needed, The older comuitted
Christian is eager to be active in his service to God, his church, and his
fellovmens "God has called us to be servants all of our lives-— not just
until we are sixty-five. As christians we need to continue Lo serve ! 7
Reaching retirement age should not mean retiring from service with the
church, It should be the ape to reslly begin using the reservoir of
energy and ability that many older people have been storing upe. Often
senior adults haven't been given opportwnity to serve, though,

By allowing an older nerson to use his skills, he can know that
whatever talent God has given Lo him is still very important and needed.
Many older people have musical talents that bthey have continued to keep
in practice, Some have writing skills and art talent that have improved
with agees Others have talenls in cerawmics, woodworking, or other trades
that they can help teach o obhers, thereby expanding the number involved
in such activities,

A church has jobs that are always needing done, and elderly members
are oflten there to help, Some are bus drivers; others are sewing for
the clothing room, Some help in clerical or adwnirktrative work; others
help clean=up the grounds. Older members are also very often involved
on comaittees, in visitation, or as leachers of Bible classes.

Some churches have an organized club or group of these dedicated
older people who work together, often [or some needy cause, such as
aiding underprivileszed children. These srouns have come up with such
names as: The Keen-Agers, SAFO (Senior Adult Fellowshi- Organization),
ILL ("Live Long and Like It" Club), Golden Age Club, XVZ (Lxtra Years of

Zest), and JOY fellowship (Just Older Youth).



Groups of dedicated, serving older people have promoted many types
of activities. An interesting orogram is a widow-to-widow orogram that
involves a widow helping out a new widow in any way she can, She may
simply be there to listen for a couple of hours or she may stay with
the woman for a few days.

“ithin the church organization, a study committec is often organ-—
ized in which the church staff meets wilh a Tew of the older members to
listen to their ideas on what kind of ministry they would like to have,

A1l of these services which older neowle can perform within the
church will nol be used if wise leadership is not vresent to invite and
encourage them to do so. If there is this juidance and encouragement,

the Church vwill benefit and the older people themselves will prosper.

Bvery oroblem of an individual could be viewed as a spiritual
problen, or at least having spiritnal implications. However, there
are some specific s iritual oroblems which mary older neople have.

One main problem with older people is their fear of the future,
expecially of death. To the older person, death is a very real,
near thing. A church should take steps to try to aid in helping
these people face this major problem. The question could “e raised,
"Fow do you help someone et ready to die?" There is no easy solution
here, but it is here that the Church should “e closest to having the
answer, Perhaps discussions and lectures could be held to attept to
point out some of the simplicity and ceven heauty of dying that God can
put into deathe.

Another spiritual problem is the guilt that some older people
stil1l have from failure earliér in life. Or, this uilt may have come

aboul fromn an overall sense of faillure in achieving oals in life by the



older person,

Also, the elderly person's spiritual life, specifically his personal
acts of devotion to God, may suffer, too., Lost of this is caused by
physical impairment, especilally of the senses, such as poor eyesight
when trying to rrad a snall print Bible or poor hearing when listening to
radio or IV sermons.

The elderly person may have problems trying to get to church., Such
things as bad weather, no transportation, and nhysical problems wmakes it
difficult for attendance, The older nerson may feel like he should not
atltend sometimes hecauvse he cannol dress well or he cannot contrihute
finanéially to the church, and he therefore stays away.

There are some attitudes and feelings that an older person recelves
from within the church that mav keep him avay. Today so many churches
are almost completely youth-oriented that this is, and understandably
so, enough to keep the older person away. He often feels pushed aside
by all of the younger members, ost old people have difficulty adjust-
ing to changing conditions and this can cause many problems in the church
unitys They become dissatisfied with the new ideas and changes within
the church, This over—emphasis on youthfulness and change in churches
had cultivated the attitude into people Lhat time spent with older people
is wasted and all that they do have are problems. These social attitudes
need to bhe changed and the church should be a leader in changing them,
"Confronted with all the problems which our socilety contributes to older
people, bhe elderly individual is often more open to the message of the
church than he has ever been before., " 10 It is therefore important
that Christians aid these people and give them the message of love and

fellowship that they need in order to continue living "life',



The church today has a very wide range of roles to play in helping
the older person., It needs to be an encourager of the aged to bhelieve
in serving and growing, not just letting themselves grow old. The Church
can be the one to break the hondare of age-ism and to show all apes how
to live and fellowship together. The Church has the role of heing a
minister to the aged, through such programs as spiritual guidance,
recreational activities, and fellowship., Being a minister to the aged
also involves utilizing the elderlv. The concern of bolth types of lthese
ministries is Christian service-— one is service to the elderly, and
the other is service through them, In general, the role of the church
could be summed up in making church membership meaningful for these
senior members, Geneva ilathiasen said, "/e believe thel religion is the
key to a happy life in old upe as 1t is in all ages. The church or
synagogue working with and making use of its ovm spiritual and social
resources of the commnity can be the most effective instrument in
helping neople live out their lives with maximum fulfillment and graces" 11

The main place that I see should be worked with most in dealing with
older veople is the same as that emphasized by an older woman that I
interviewed in a nursing home, She feels that the main thing that needs
to be done is for more visiling with individual, lonely old people to
take place, Personally aiding an older person in growing spiritually
and socially is the greatest thing that can be done to help thal versone
Helping an older person to feel needed, loved, and alive should be the
zoal of the Church today., "Christians can find assurance and victory in
the knowledge that while science can add years to 1ife, God in Christ

can add life to yearsgV 12
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