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Aging Is Coming of Age
HORACE L. KERR

Interest in aging has grown consider
ably in the last twenty-five years. The 
increasing numbers of persons in the 
retirement years have made older 
adults much more visible. Lengthened 
life expectancy has caused many 
younger persons to think about their 
own retirement years. Almost every
one is personally involved with one or 
more older persons—family members, 
neighbors, and associates. The later 
years are being seen more as a normal 
part of the life cycle.

Role models of positive living in the 
senior years are all about us, changing 
many negative attitudes toward the 
later years. Leisure, discretionary time 
after retirement provides many oppor
tunities not possible in one’s working or 
child-rearing years.

Research has provided more knowl
edge of aging and the later years. Many 
stereotypes and myths about aging 
have been exploded. Longitudinal stud
ies over the last twenty-five years have 
shown that many of the differences in 
older persons and younger persons are 
generation differences rather than age 
related. For example, the belief that 
older persons are more conservative 
than younger persons may be true of 
present generations, but that is a gen
eration rather than an age difference. 
Conservatism of present older persons 
may be traced to their experiences in 
the Great Depression of the early thir
ties. Present generations of younger 
persons will likely not be so conserva
tive in their senior years because they 
have not had such experiences.

Present-day knowledge of aging fills 

many volumes ranging from popularly 
treated and titled works to more schol
arly approaches. Interest in such writ
ings is another indication of aging 
having come of age. Newspapers, radio, 
TV, and magazines have also picked up 
on this subject. To see articles on aging 
even in publications such as the Wall 
Street Journal are not unusual.

Almost every industry is affected by 
this aging phenomenon. Manufactur
ers of all kinds of goods are taking note 
of the needs and interests of this grow
ing population of older persons.

Educational institutions are aware of 
the shrinking numbers of youth and 
the increasing numbers of older per
sons. Many schools now offer short
term courses on a variety of subjects to 
retired persons.

Government has long been con
cerned about and responsive to the 
needs of older persons. That concern 
has increased over the last quarter of a 
century so much so that 26 percent of 
the federal budget is for programs for 
the elderly. State and local govern
ments have also increased provisions 
for and responded to the interests of the 
older population.

Churches have increased their inter
est and provisions for senior adults. In
terest in older persons was once 
expressed in ministries to the home
bound and institutionalized persons. 
Today’s senior adults offer much more 
opportunity for ministry with this 
group. When we realize that fully 80 to 
85 percent of persons over age sixty-five 
are capable of performing their own 
necessary daily activities, we can see 
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the potential of a variety of ministries.
Church ministry with senior adults 

has been a grass roots movement. The 
weekday club idea has proliferated 
with little, if any, encouragement from 
the denomination until the last decade. 
Beginning with an interest in fellow
ship opportunities, the idea has ex
panded to more than fellowship, games, 
and travel and includes educational 
programs, hobbies and handcrafts, spir
itual enrichment, and ministries to oth
ers. A suggested organization for 
Baptist church ministries with senior 
adults can be found in How to Minister 
to Senior Adults in Your Church, pub
lished by Broadman Press in 1980.

Mature Living magazine, a leisure
reading monthly for senior adults pub
lished by the Sunday School Board is 
provided by many churches for their 
senior adults. The center section of 
each issue has plans and helps for lead
ers.

The minister to or with senior adults 
is a new staff position provided by a 
growing number of churches. Our semi
naries are preparing persons for these 
opportunities.

The increased interest on the part of 
churches and a growing recognition of 
the vast potential in ministries with se
nior adults has led the Family Ministry 
Department of the Sunday School 
Board to declare 1986-87 as a year of 
special emphasis on senior adults. The 
purpose is to celebrate the place to 
which we have come in ministry with 
senior adults and to challenge senior 
adults, churches, and the denomina
tion to higher levels of interest, con
cern, and provision. The theme for the 
year is Coming of Age: Senior Adults 
and the Churches.

Four major events highlight the 
year. The emphasis began with ten 
weeks of senior adult chautauquas last 
fall using the theme Coming of Age. Ap

proximately ten thousand senior adults 
and their leaders attended those 
events.

A national Baptist senior adult con
vention is being held in the Tarrant 
County Convention Center in Fort 
Worth, Texas, April 27-29, to highlight 
the emphasis.

Senior Adult Day, suggested for May 
3, 1987, is an opportunity for churches 
to use the theme and to emphasize the 
potential growth of senior adults and 
church relationships. Materials pre
pared by the Senior Adult Section of 
the Family Ministry Department have 
been mailed to all churches, encourag
ing the celebration of Senior Adult 
Day and providing help for planning 
the event.

A final suggestion for the year is a 
study of the book prepared for the em
phasis and bearing the title, Coming of 
Age: Senior Adults and the Churches. 
A Convention Press publication, this 
book contains learning activities and 
teaching suggestions. Church leaders 
and senior adults are encouraged to 
study the book together as a means of 
strengthening relationships and deter
mining future directions of the senior 
adult ministries in their church. A date 
in August is suggested. This book is also 
the latest in a series of books for which 
Church Study Course credit may be ob
tained toward earning the Senior Adult 
Enrichment Diploma or the Senior 
Adult Leadership Diploma.

As aging has come of age, is coming 
of age, many questions arise. A sense of 
competency in relating to and working 
with senior adults is being sought. This 
issue of Search appropriately addresses 
many of these issues. The writers are 
each competent to address their topics. 
The articles will provide helpful infor
mation which you will read now and 
continue to access.
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A Theology of Aging
WILLIAM L. HENDRICKS

The Bible has many theological per
spectives, but Scripture does not cater 
to any age group. There is no theology 
for children, even though I wrote a 
book about it. There is no theology for 
the aging, even though I have a forth
coming book on that topic. What the 
Bible says to one it says to all. Never
theless, in appropriating and applying 
the Bible, certain accents, particular 
nuances occur which age-group inter
ests resonate. For example, children 
like excitement, the new, the energetic, 
and the promising. The aging, while in
trigued by "childish things,” also relate 
to stability, assurance, and comfort. 
These are signs of the times of our lives.

The Bible is a book for all seasons. It 
has a saving message for all of us and 
special consolations and delights for 
the differences among us. We get our 
theology from Scripture as reflected in 
our traditions and expressed through 
our experience of worship and witness
ing.

The aging process is an intriguing 
one. Aging is a matter of both biology 
and psychology. We are as old as we 
feel; but we also are as old as we have 
lived.

A recent notable work on the psy- 
chology/sociology of family life1 has ex
tended middle age to sixty-one. I who 
am fifty-seven was greatly relieved to 
hear the news. But a specialist’s cate
gorization does not set aside the reality 
that certain reflexes are slowing and 
fast paces are increasingly difficult to 
keep. We are what we are regardless of 
what we are called.

I would define aging as the time of 

conscious awareness that we cannot do 
all that we used to do nor do we neces
sarily want to. I would define aged as 
being that state where we rest on past 
achievements, are preoccupied with 
current ailments, and do not want to do 
much of anything. So let us get on with 
the task, expressing some special theo
logical insights of particular concern to 
the aging.

Radical Grace (Ephesians 2)
We who have lived "through it” are 
aware that without God’s help we could 
not have "made it.” The basic biblical 
word for God’s help is grace. First, last, 
and in between we have needed and re
ceived help from beyond ourselves. 
This help called grace does not usually 
come in supernatural gift packages 
wrapped in otherworldly clouds and 
tied with celestial rainbows. The grace 
of God is operative among us and 
around us primarily through others, 
others who share our time and space.

The primary grace gift of God came 
into our history in the person of Jesus 
Christ. Jesus is Lord and Savior. He is 
also friend. The friendship of God 
through Jesus is the fountain and 
source of grace for us. Behind this spe
cial grace or redemption lies the grace 
of God, the Father Creator, who graced 
us with His first gift, life. And in the 
Son we are given the highest grace gift, 
eternal life. We start our awareness of 
grace with the historical Jesus, the Re
deemer, because He shows us the face 
of the Father. It is Jesus, God’s Christ, 
who brings the grace of God into focus 
for us. Grace is instrumental. It comes 
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by specific, historical instruments. The 
primary historical instrument of God’s 
grace is Jesus.

The secondary historical instrument 
of God’s grace is the Spirit. For us to 
perceive of the Spirit as God’s historical 
instrument in the same way that we 
can imagine Jesus as being an actual, 
physical person is difficult. But there 
are at least two ways in which we can 
see the embodiment of the Spirit, in 
Scripture and in the church. Scripture, 
as written testimony, extends the pres
ence of the Father and the person of the 
Son to us through the Spirit. We are 
graced by God in the gift of love, by 
Christ in the gift of eternal life, and by 
the Spirit in the gift of God’s presence 
and guidance through Scripture.

The Spirit also graces us through the 
church(es). Senior church members re
member the old truth taught by a 
child’s folded hands with the index 
fingers pointed upward. The rhyme 
went: Here is the church; here is the 
steeple; open the door and see all the 
people. The church is the body of 
Christ; it is people. And people are 
God’s means of grace to us. Aging peo
ple realize how important Christian 
parents and godly homes were to us. 
Our ongoing families, the children, are 
also means of grace for us, or can be. 
Friends and all who assist us are means 
of grace. The medical community, even 
though we pay them, are means of 
grace.

We, the aging, are those who believe 
in grace, radical grace, amazing grace. 
For we have tried the way of works. 
And although we have worked for what 
we have, we have lived long enough to 
know that we are brought into exis
tence by God’s grace. We are recipients 
of His saving grace. We have been min
istered to by the grace found in Scrip
ture and measured out in the 
ministries of our families and friends.

And we know that grace, like faith, is 
the '’gift of God: not of works, lest any 
man should boast” (Eph. 2:8-9). We are 
those who from experience and reflec
tions sing, ”0 to grace how great a debt- 
or/Daily I’m constrained to be!”2

Provisional Comfort (Psalm 23)
The aging learn to pace themselves. We 
have learned to lean into life in such a 
way as to enjoy its provisional comforts. 
These are not always the physical crea
ture comforts of life. The comforts of 
which I speak are frequently comforts 
of the inner person.

One of the major problems for per
sons in the twentieth century is anxiety 
(angst). Anxiety is a spiritual disease. It 
upsets the inner being which in turn 
interacts with our outer being, and the 
vicious cycle is underway. Our confi
dence in God can assist us in keeping 
our ballast and our balance in such 
times. Previous experiences in prayer, 
waiting patiently before God, and 
finding His grace sufficient give us 
reservoirs of resources.

Many occasions cause us to worry. 
Many of them are real and earnest. Yet 
even when they are not, we must take 
our worries and the anxieties of our 
aging friends seriously. It is one thing 
to assert that our faith helps us with 
anxiety. It is another to express how 
precisely this is so.

Let me give you a few tips born of 
sanctified common sense.

• What we fear may hurt us.
• If the hurt is not fatal, we will 

recover.
• If we recover, we still face the ulti

mate hurt of the human community, 
death.

• When we face that ultimate hurt, 
God is with us through it and beyond it.

• We have experienced previous 
hurts and can testify that God and His 
marvelous gift of time have healed us 
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before.
• What God has done previously, we 

may expect that He will do subsequent
ly and, in the instance of death, ulti
mately.

• Therefore, although hurts do hurt, 
they are healable; and if they are not 
healable here, we return to the Healer 
who finally removes all tears and cry
ing (see Rev. 21:3-5).

This commonsense approach is what 
Paul meant when he said, "Whether we 
live ..., or die, we are the Lord’s (Rom. 
14:8). These steps provide a practical, 
commonsense approach to anxiety. 
Why don’t you write them on a card? 
Put them in your Bible next to Psalm 
23. When anxiety attacks produce a fit 
of wakefulness, go over these steps. 
Then read Psalm 23. This process is not 
a panacea, but it is a provisional com
fort. A provisional comfort is that 
which gives some provision for relief at 
certain specific moments. In our his
torical existence provisional comforts 
are all we can have. They are all we 
need if we are assured that our final 
comfort rests with God (see Ps. 23; 90).

Aging folk are fond of the comforts 
faith brings. These comforts are spiri
tual and psychological, momentary and 
provisional. But the comforts of faith 
are also physical and actual.

The comforts of life come out of the 
acts of persons in our physical world. In 
reflecting on this, we are once again 
persuaded of the goodness of God and 
the instrumentality of His grace. Medi
cal and scientific technology have a 
long and distinguished history; and 
they have produced many life-expand
ing, creature-helping comforts. We are 
heirs of all their efforts. And within and 
through the efforts of all our technolog
ical history, we should see the hand of 
God at work.

The Good Shepherd has many assist
ants who provide assistance to the flock 

of God. The "green pastures” in which 
we lie are sown, watered, and tended by 
a host of folk, who in the providence of 
God bring us the actual, physical com
forts we so richly enjoy. Our overflow
ing cup, the table spread before us, and 
the oil with which our heads are an- 
nointed are evidences of the Good Shep
herd’s care (see John 10).

When you are thanking God for the 
provisional comforts of life, reflect on 
these comforts of faith, these provisions 
for the spirit, these actual physical 
grace gifts from the providence of God. 
Looking at Psalm 23 through these in
sights will help to flesh out and give 
embodiment to what it means to have a 
Shepherd whose care and concern for 
us sheep is comforting indeed.

Continuing Responsibility (Romans 12—15) 
Seniors are grateful for grace. We are 
thankful for all provisional comforts 
and for the ultimate consolation which 
is ours in God through Christ. But we 
still want to be involved. We want to do 
our part, and God has given us a "part.” 
Adequate theology speaks of God and of 
humankind and gives evidence of God’s 
grace which draws together God and 
persons, the Creator and His creation. 
God does not expect us to do the things 
we cannot do (save ourselves for exam
ple). God does expect us to do what we 
can do (be instruments of His grace and 
witnesses of His salvation). We have 
continuing responsibility.

Most aging folks want to "do their 
share.” One of the anxieties of aging is 
that we may not always be able to do 
our part. We fear being dependent. We 
are dismayed at the prospect of being 
dependent on medical personnel. I 
would like to add that we need to fear 
dependency on medicines also. It is a 
social conspiracy to neutralize persons 
chemically with whom we do not want 
to be "bothered.” This is a type of "false 
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imprisonment,” and it should be resist
ed as a criminal act. Most aging people 
want their dignity. Having one’s digni
ty means doing one’s share—doing 
one’s share for God and doing one’s 
share for others.

We do not pay our way with God. 
Most of us know that. Salvation is God’s 
free gift to us, and we receive it gladly. 
Nor is it true that we are saved by faith 
and transferred to works. Salvation is 
by grace through faith—first, last, and 
always. Yet we do not bring a vacuum 
to God. We bring ourselves with all the 
talents and potential God has given us. 
Having been saved, we want to serve 
and continue serving as long as we live.

The forms of this service must obvi
ously be according to one’s talents and 
abilities. Since both our talents and our 
abilities tend to change with age (there 
are, of course, exceptions), we may find 
it necessary to pace ourselves, to shift 
our emphases, to become less active. 
This process is not easy. Let me suggest 
some basic guidelines for seniors who 
want to serve and find it necessary to 
shift pace or focus.

• Be realistic about your abilities. 
Talk over your status with your physi
cian, a trusted friend (yes, even your 
spouse), and your pastor. Explore your 
abilities and the specific needs of the 
church.

• Prepare to decelerate. Do not step 
abruptly out of high gear into nothing
ness. The strain is too great, and people 
unprepared for retirement seldom 
enjoy it.

• Find new interests in and beyond 
the church. You can serve God wher
ever you are, if you "take the name of 
Jesus with you.”3

• Try your hand at something differ
ent. You may explore and express di
mensions of yourself hitherto 
unknown and undeveloped. Both 
President Eisenhower and Grandma 

Moses began successful painting ca
reers after normal retirement age.

• Learn to be ministered to. The lack 
of being able to accept ministry and 
help when needed is usually involved 
with an ego problem we would do well 
to overcome.

• Don’t give in or give up too soon. 
Active people are generally happier 
people if they like what they are doing.

Why do we continue to serve? For the 
same reason we have done all our ser
vice, to the glory of God. Granted, ego 
needs are fulfilled when we serve. 
Nevertheless, that is not the motive 
of our service. Even though we feel 
gratification and satisfaction in what 
we do, we need to be motivated 
primarily by our faith commitment. Es
pecially do we not serve God out of fear, 
fear of losing our salvation or fear of 
losing our reward. The only adequate 
basis for Christian ethics and Christian 
service is gratitude.

These three basic insights—radical 
grace, provisional comfort, and contin
ual serving—are the tip of the iceberg. 
But they are also the basis of our faith. 
God saves us. God wants for us what is 
best for us. Both our salvation and what 
is best for us fit tongue and groove into 
our service. Paul and David (see Eph. 2; 
Rom. 12; Ps. 51) knew what it was both 
to resist God and to serve God. There is, 
therefore, hope for us. The Old Testa
ment affirms: "I had fainted, unless I 
had believed to see the goodness of the 
Lord in the land of the living” (Ps. 
27:13). The New Testament affirms that 
kind of faith and adds an ultimate mea
sure: "To be absent from the body [is] to 
be present with the Lord” (2 Cor. 5:8). 
That is a faith which has the best of 
both worlds. Enjoy it!

‘Barbara and Philip Newman, The Development Through Life: 
a Psychosocial Approach (Homewood, Illinois: Dorsey Press, 
1984).

’Robert Robinson, "Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing.” © 
1957 Broadman Press. All rights reserved. Used by permission.

’Lydia Baxter, "Take the Name of Jesus with You.”
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A Biblical Perspective 
on Aging
JAMES E. HIGHTOWER, JR.

Several surprises came to me in this 
biblical exploration on aging. The first 
surprise was how little, relatively 
speaking, is said in Scripture about 
aging or the aging process. One can 
imagine several reasons for this includ
ing the fact that aging (and particular
ly discrimination against the aging) 
was not a major issue in biblical times. 
The second surprise encountered was 
that stages of life are hard to separate 
in the biblical record. Just as a person 
is viewed as a whole, so is life. There
fore, this study will begin at the point 
of a biblical view of life.

The Old Testament View of Life
The Bible teaches the wholeness of life. 
Life is not rooted in physiology alone, 
nor is it adequate to divide a person 
between mental and physical spheres. 
Life is a whole. This holistic view of life 
does not negate the importance of sepa
rateness. We are divided into nations, 
sexes, and races. The Old Testament 
can speak of Israel both collectively 
(the nation) and as individuals.

Life to the Hebrew depended on the 
purpose God has for it. Life goes beyond 
the merely material. In the Old Testa
ment God is seen as the God who is 
alive.

’Tor I lift up my hand to heaven, and 
swear, As I live for ever” (Deut. 32:40)?

"As the Lord lives, I will do the part 
of the next of kin for you” (Ruth 3:13, 
RSV).

Because God is the God of life, He is 
able to bring forth life.

"When thou sendest forth thy Spirit, 
they are created; and thou renewest the 
face of the ground” (Ps. 104:30, RSV).

"Thus says the Lord God: Come from 
the four winds, О breath, and breathe 
upon these slain, that they may live” 
(Ezek. 37:9, RSV).

God is alive and creative, and life is 
totally in His hands. When God 
breathes His Spirit, persons and crea
tures live. However, when He with
holds His "breath” (or Spirit), persons 
and creatures die. For example:

"Make your vows to the Lord your 
God, and perform them; let all around 
him bring gifts to him who is to be 
feared, who cuts off the spirits of 
princes, who is terrible to the kings of 
the earth” (Ps. 76:11-12, RSV).

"By the breath of God they perish, 
and by the blast of his anger they are 
consumed” (Job 4:9, RSV).

Another biblical motif that transmits 
this same truth is the tree of life. "But 
of the tree of the knowledge of good and 
evil you shall not eat, for in the day 
that you eat of it you shall die” (Gen. 
2:17, RSV).

The God who lives did not have to 
create anyone or anything. It is a sign 
of His graciousness that life was given 
to us. It is out of this mind-set that chil
dren (that which humankind creates) 
become a blessing to us. Conversely, hu
mans’ inability to procreate has often 
been viewed as a curse. The creative 
ability in humans is another blessing of 
the God who lives.

Since the God who lives creates, the 
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creation is His possession. Because we 
are His possession, the individual has 
no right to kill wantonly. Thus the 
Decalogue declares, "You shall not 
kill” (Ex. 20:13, RSV). Likewise Genesis 
22 makes clear that God does not de
mand human sacrifice. Abraham’s 
total obedience to God can lay Isaac on 
the altar; yet the God who lives pro
vides a ram for sacrifice before the 
knife drops.

The value of life to God is witnessed 
in God’s commanding Noah to take a 
pair of each type of animal safely onto 
the ark. Likewise, flooding the earth 
must have been a sign of humankind’s 
total corruptness and a heartache to 
God. In the Old Testament only God’s 
love is a better gift than life.

"Because thy steadfast love is better 
than life, my lips will praise thee” (Ps. 
63:3, RSV).

The Flood also raises the question, 
What type of life should people live? 
The answer is, A life of total obedience 
to God. Much of the Old Testament 
points out that only a life lived faithful 
to Torah can really be called life.

"Son of man, when a land sins 
against me by acting faithlessly, and I 
stretch out my hand against it, and 
break its staff of bread and send famine 
upon it, and cut off from it man and 
beast, even if these three men, Noah, 
Daniel, and Job, were in it, they would 
deliver but their own lives by their 
righteousness, says the Lord God” 
(Ezek. 14:13-14, RSV).

Faithfulness to God’s law that issues 
in a full life is nontransferable. It is 
this life of obedience that gives one true 
happiness. Psalm 119 is one example of 
this in Scripture itself.

Oh, how I love thy law!
It is my meditation all the day.

Thy commandment makes me wiser 
than my enemies, 

for it is ever with me.

I have more understanding than all 
my teachers,

for thy testimonies are my medita
tion.

I understand more than the aged, 
for I keep thy precepts.

I hold back my feet from every evil 
way,

in order to keep thy word.
I do not turn aside from thy ordi

nances,
for thou hast taught me.

How sweet are thy words to my taste, 
sweeter than honey to my mouth!

—Psalm 119:97-103, RSV 
This passage informs us about age. 
Even age is no guarantee of faithful
ness. Wisdom that leads to obedience 
may be found in young or old. Faithful
ness to God, not age, leads to fulfill
ment. More should not be read into this 
than is here, however. This verse in no 
way puts down the aged; it does put 
down the disobedient.

The New Testament View of Life
Outside the Pauline and Johannine 
writings, life rarely appears in the New 
Testament. Where it does, the New Tes
tament stands in agreement with the 
Old. God is the "God who is alive.”

Peter replied: "You are the Christ, 
the Son of the living God” (Matt. 16:16, 
RSV). "Men, why are you doing this? 
We also are men, of like nature with 
you, and bring you good news, that you 
should turn from these vain things to a 
living God who made the heaven and 
the earth and the sea and all that is in 
them” (Acts 14:15-16, RSV).

The New Testament also proclaims 
this God who lives as the Creator of all 
things. "Worthy art thou, our Lord and 
God, to receive glory and honor and 
power, for thou didst create all things, 
and by thy will they existed and were 
created” (Rev. 4:11, RSV).

The new dimension to life in the New 
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Testament is found in the person of 
Jesus. "True life” as opposed to mere 
biological existence is found in Jesus 
Christ. "For the gate is narrow and the 
way is hard, that leads to life, and those 
who find it are few” (Matt. 7:14, RSV). 
"For in it the righteousness of God is 
revealed through faith for faith; as it is 
written, 'He who through faith is righ
teous shall live’ ” (Rom. 1:17, RSV).

The New Testament proclamation is 
that only through God’s redemptive act 
in Jesus Christ can humankind be truly 
set free to live. In Genesis 22, we see a 
lamb provided by God being sacrificed 
on an altar for people’s sin. Now in the 
New Testament we see the Lamb of 
God on the cross. What Christian can 
read Genesis 22 without thinking of 
Calvary? Life to the Christian comes 
through Jesus Christ.

In the New Testament an un
regenerated person is dead in sin (see 
Luke 15:24). However, a person who 
claims Jesus as Lord has passed from 
death to life. "And you, who were dead 
in trespasses and the uncircumcision of 
your flesh, God made alive together 
with him, having forgiven us all our 
trespasses” (Col. 2:13, RSV).

New life in Christ is not only for the 
future. It is also a present reality.

The New and Old Testament agree 
on the basis of a fulfilled, satisfying life. 
In the Old Testament a fulfilled life was 
found by following faithfully what was 
understood of God in the Torah. Faith
fulness was the key to happiness. In the 
New Testament faithfulness to God, as 
found in Jesus Christ, is the key to hap
piness. Christians voluntarily submit 
their lives to God’s plan as it is under
stood through His Son.

Thus obedience to God through Jesus 
Christ and growing in this new life are 
key concepts to the New Testament 
writers. Growth in the new life does not 
lead to spiritual perfection. Rather it is 

increased insight into the value of 
God’s gift and the subsequent responsi
bility that goes with that awareness.

A growing understanding in the Old 
and New Testaments is the under
standing of afterlife. In ancient Israel 
afterlife was unknown. If one con
tinued to live, it was through family 
and/or nation. Later the idea of Sheol 
was accepted, but this is far removed 
from the New Testament idea of resur
rection. Daniel 12:2, RSV seems to 
speak a clear word about afterlife. 
"And many of those who sleep in the 
dust of the earth shall awake, some to 
everlasting life, and some to shame and 
everlasting contempt.” But that clear 
word on afterlife in the Old Testament 
is an exception rather than the rule.

In the New Testament the new life is 
clearly an everlasting one. This ever
lasting life is founded in the resurrec
tion of Jesus Christ. God, by His power, 
raised Jesus. God will raise those who 
are "in Christ” also. This is merely the 
continuation of the true life after physi
cal death occurs.

This resurrected life, which includes 
a spiritual body, is "the crown of life” 
(Rev. 2:10, RSV) for the Christian. 
Thus, the New Testament concept of 
eternal life is both present reality and 
future certainty.

Aging in the Old Testament2
Aging in the Old Testament is seen as 
both blessing and misery. The blessing 
is represented in Proverbs 16:31, RSV: 
"A hoary [gray] head is a crown of glo
ry; it is gained in a righteous life.”

The misery is found in Ecclesiastes 
12:1-8, RSV):

Remember also your Creator in the 
days of your youth, before the evil 
days come, and the years draw nigh, 
when you will say, "I have no pleasure 
in them”; before the sun and the light 
and the moon and the stars are dark
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ened and the clouds return after the 
rain; in the day when the keepers of 
the house tremble, and the strong 
men are bent, and the grinders cease 
because they are few, and those that 
look through the windows are 
dimmed, and the doors on the street 
are shut; when the sound of the grind
ing is low, and one rises up at the 
voice of a bird, and all the daughters 
of song are brought low; they are 
afraid also of what is high, and terrors 
are in the way, the almond tree blos
soms, the grasshopper drags itself 
along and desire fails; because man 
goes to his eternal home, and the 
mourners go about the streets; before 
the silver cord is snapped, or the gold
en bowl is broken, or the pitcher is 
broken at the fountain, or the wheel 
broken at the cistern, and the dust 
returns to the earth as it was, and the 
spirit returns to God who gave it. 
Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher; 
all is vanity.
This passage shows the signs and 

symbols of decrepitude. Almond tree 
blossoms are white like the hair of 
many aged persons. The grasshopper 
dragging itself is perhaps the symbol of 
the stiff-legged walk of some who are 
old. Some scholars suggest that "Re
member your Creator” (12:1) seems 
unusual advice from Qoheleth; they 
suggest a similar Hebrew word mean
ing "your grave” suits the context bet
ter. However, remembering the 
Creator should cause us to move past 
today; so the text as it stands seems 
consistent with the intent of the pas
sage.

Genesis indicates that human life 
was intended to be much longer than it 
is today. Review this list of ages as
cribed to the Hebrew patriarchs: Abra
ham, 175 years (see Gen. 25:7, RSV); 
Isaac, 180 years (see Gen. 35:28, RSV); 
Jacob, 147 years (see Gen. 47:28, RSV);

Joseph, 110 years (see Gen. 50:22, RSV); 
Moses, 120 years (see Deut. 34:7, RSV). 
And who can forget the record breaker 
of them all—Methuselah who lived 969 
years (see Gen. 5:25-27, RSV)?

Long life in Genesis is seen as being 
good. Age is not worshiped; yet it is re
spected. Age did not disqualify someone 
from being a productive member of the 
community.

By the time of the psalmist, we have 
the most celebrated definition of age in 
our culture: "The years of our life are 
threescore and ten, or even by reason of 
strength fourscore” (Ps. 90:10, RSV).

In the perspective of Genesis, people 
should live long, productive lives. God 
said in Genesis 6:3, RSV: "My Spirit 
shall not abide in man for ever, for he 
is flesh, but his days shall be a hundred 
and twenty years.”

From Methuselah’s 969 years to 
God’s declaration of 120 years to the 
psalmist’s 60 to 70 years, our life span 
has been shortened by human sin and 
evil. In fact, many people today shorten 
their years every day. Overeating, over
working, or overworrying shorten our 
days even from the promise of three
score years.

The emphasis on age had diminished 
by the time of the writing of Exodus. 
However, a theme on age is lifted up 
early in the book. First, death is 
affirmed as a reality: "Then Joseph 
died, and all his brothers, and all that 
generation” (Ex. 1:6, RSV).

Second, God is being One who lives 
across the ages is affirmed: "And he 
said, I am the God of your father, the 
God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and 
the God of Jacob” (Ex. 3:6, RSV).

Generations wax and wane; individu
als are born, flourish, and die; but God 
is the everlasting one, the "Ancient of 
Days” (Dan. 7:13).

The term "elders of Israel” is found 
often in Exodus (see 3:16-18; 12:21;
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18:12; 24:1; 24:9). It seems that elders 
initially meant literally that—one who 
is older. The "elders of Israel” were 
probably older persons who adminis
tered civil and religious affairs. As time 
passed the "elder” became a matter of 
function; not chronological age. Today 
an elder may be young or old. It is the 
ability to function wisely, not chrono
logical age, that matters. However, in 
the origin of the word being older was 
considered an asset to wise functioning.

Leviticus 19:32, RSV gives the first 
direct command to respect age. "You 
shall rise up before the hoary [white or 
gray] head, and honor the face of an old 
man, and you shall fear your God: I am 
the Lord.” It is significant that no cal
endar date was given. Age is a relative 
thing. However, respect for the elderly 
is commanded.

The Book of Numbers (11:14-16) re
counts the forming of the seventy 
elders of Israel. The elders were formed 
to give Moses administrative relief in 
governing the nation. This group may 
be what became the Sanhedrin, the 
highest court in Israel that was presid
ed over by the high priest.

Deuteronomy wrestles with the cen
tralization of the nation. A king is per
missible for Israel, but the elders are 
more responsible for the nation’s life 
than the king, "The elders of the city in 
the gate” functioned as judges at a time 
when all of life (family, religious, civil, 
etc.) was viewed as a whole.

Deuteronomy lifts up age as a posi
tive aspect of life. However, even 
Moses, the great aged hero, is shown in 
both his strengths and his weaknesses.

The leadership transition from 
Moses to Joshua saw the elders con
tinuing in their leadership role. The 
elders stood with Joshua in adminis
trating the nation and in crisis (see 
Josh. 7:6). When the land had been con
quered and it was time to make a cove

nant with God (see Josh. 24), Joshua 
summoned "all the tribes of Israel, 
... the elders, the heads, the judges, and 
the officers” (Josh. 24:1, RSV). Age (as 
in seniority) is implied in this passage.

The Book of Ruth presents two older 
persons in a positive light. Naomi, the 
mother-in-law of Ruth and Orpah, is 
shown as a wise and compassionate per
son. One interpretation of Boaz is that 
he was fearful of the competition of the 
younger men around him (see Ruth 2:9; 
3:10) as he related kindly to this young
er woman, Ruth. Remember also the 
"elders of the city” who act as protec
tors of justice and serve as witnesses in 
legal processes.

First Samuel is a study in the poten
tial negativism of old age. Saul’s youth 
was spectacular, but life had diminish
ing returns for him after that point. As 
Saul became increasingly self-centered, 
life turned in on him. His uncontrolla
ble anger (see 11:6; 18:8-10), his neuro
sis (see 16:14-23; 19:9-10), and his 
inordinate fear of David (the next gen
eration) drove him to madness. Old age 
is not always pretty. However, even 
Saul confessed his responsibility for life 
as it ended. "Then Saul said, 'I have 
done wrong; return, my son David, for 
I will no more do you harm, because my 
life was precious in your eyes this day; 
behold, I have played the fool, and have 
erred exceedingly’ ” (1 Sam. 26:21, 
RSV).

Saul’s life became more bizarre after 
this confession of playing the fool. But 
even he could see his ignoble end was 
his responsibility. All people, young or 
old, are responsible for what they make 
of life.

First Kings gives us a taste of this 
same idea. Solomon, David’s son, began 
life well. In youth he was wise enough 
to ask God for wisdom rather than 
riches or glory (see 1 Kings 3:9). Yet 
Solomon practiced a life filled with ven
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geance, exploitation, and idolatry. 
Being old does not mean that one is 
wise. All people are responsible for 
what they make of life.

The elders play a strategic role in re
building the Temple. Ezra 6:7, RSV is 
an example of this: "Let the work on 
this house of God alone; let the gover
nor of the Jews and the elders of the 
Jews rebuild this house of God on this 
site.”

The elders also continued to serve as 
civil and religious administrators/ 
judges during this time (see Ezra 10:14).

The Book of Job stresses the goodness 
of old age. Job himself said: "Wisdom is 
with the aged, and understanding in 
length of days” (12:12, RSV). Elihu, the 
youngest to be heard in Job, spoke last 
(see 32:4). His reasoning for this was: 
"Let days speak, and many years teach 
wisdom” (32:7, RSV). Yet Elihu did not 
hear wisdom from the aged (see 32:8- 
10). Ultimately it is God (the Ancient of 
days) who gives wisdom and under
standing (see 12:13-20).

Elihu did no better at speaking to Job 
than his older friends. Elihu gave old, 
pat answers while declaring himself to 
have perfect knowledge (36:4). Wisdom 
is not necessarily the property of the 
young or the old.

The Psalms remind us often of God’s 
eternalness and life’s brevity. Psalm 
90, from which we get our "threescore 
and ten” for the normalness of chrono
logical age, is particularly instructive 
at this point. Psalms 62, 144, and 103 
also ring the note of the brevity of life.

While life is brief, the psalmist 
desires long life. But at the same time 
he fears being limited by the infirmities 
of aging. Psalm 71:9, RSV, "Do not cast 
me off in the time of old age,” is repeat
ed in various ways through the Psalms.

Proverbs calls for respecting the 
aged: "Hearken to your father who 
begot you, and do not despise your 

mother when she is old” (Prov. 23:22, 
RSV). While respect for age is assumed, 
there is no assumption that only the 
aged are wise. Proverbs 1:7, RSV: "The 
fear of the Lord is the beginning of 
knowledge; fools despise wisdom and 
instruction.” The wise person is any
one, regardless of age, whose trust is in 
God.

Ecclesiastes presents a dismal view 
of aging which was discussed briefly at 
the beginning of this section. Its view 
should be seen in light of the rest of the 
wisdom literature and be informed by 
the new light that we have in Jesus 
Christ.

The prophets add little new to the 
study of a biblical view of age. Two 
places deserve special note. Ezekiel re
ferred to "elders” eight times in his 
writing. Only one of these eight times 
casts elders in a favorable light, and 
that reference is to foreign elders who 
were superb craftsmen (see Ezek. 27:9). 
All other citings of elders show them as 
spiritual failures who are devoid of 
leadership for God’s people. Once again 
age is not the major criterion in God’s 
kingdom. A faithful, believing heart 
and steadfast service is what God 
wants. Daniel carries some of this same 
feeling with the young Daniel contend
ing with the wise men (seniority is im
plied) of Babylon.

A beautiful picture of age is found in 
the post-exilic prophet, Zechariah. 
Zechariah 8 is God’s promise to inhabit 
Jerusalem again. In the midst of this 
inhabitation old people will reside also! 
There was a day when no one with im
perfection (physical impairment) could 
be where God was. Now old people with 
walking sticks are in the center of the 
city.

And the word of the Lord of hosts 
came to me, saying, ’’Thus says the 
Lord of hosts: I am jealous for Zion 
with great jealousy, and I am jealous 
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for her with great wrath. Thus says 
the Lord: I will return to Zion, and 
will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem, 
and Jerusalem shall be called the 
faithful city, and the mountain of the 
Lord of hosts, the holy mountain. 
Thus says the Lord of hosts: Old men 
and old women shall again sit in the 
streets of Jerusalem, each with staff 
in hand for every age. And the streets 
of the city shall be full of boys and 
girls playing in its streets. Thus says 
the Lord of hosts: If it is marvelous in 
the sight of the remnant of this people 
in these days, should it also be marvel
ous in my sight, says the Lord of 
hosts? Thus says the Lord of hosts: Be
hold, I will save my people from the 
east country and from the west coun
try; and I will bring them to dwell in 
the midst of Jerusalem; and they shall 
be my people and I will be their God, 
in faithfulness and in righteousness 
(Zech. 8:1-8, RSV).
In the new age young and old, male 

and female will be in God’s presence 
together!

Aging in the New Testament
The subject of age and/or aging is never 
pursued by itself in the New Testa
ment. We have already seen Judaism’s 
high regard for age. The New Testa
ment carries this out to fruition in 
Jesus Christ but adds little that we 
have not already seen.

Even Jesus, who stressed care for the 
dispossessed of His day, did not directly 
address the issue of aging. It is probably 
not that He and others neglected the 
subject. It was in all probability simply 
a subject that required no special atten
tion.

By the time of the New Testament, 
the elder was almost assuredly a posi
tion of function rather than chronologi
cal age. That is, there were both 
younger and older '"elders.” Elders in 

the New Testament (such as ""the elders 
of the council”) often were portrayed in 
a bad light. They were ""the establish
ment” that all too often was Jesus’ 
major barrier. An ""establishment men
tality” is not the product of age alone.

The New Testament portrays some 
older people beautifully. Who can for
get Zechariah and Elizabeth? Too old to 
have children, yet from them issues the 
forerunner of Jesus, John the Baptist. 
Or what about Simeon, presumably 
aged, who seeing the Messiah is ready 
to die? Or Anna (who is either eighty- 
four years old or has been a widow for 
eighty-four years) who had lived her 
life as a prophetess? All these old peo
ple are found in the first two chapters 
of Luke’s Gospel.

Five New Testament books make up 
the Johannine writings (the Gospel of 
John; 1, 2, and 3 John; and Revelation). 
John’s discussion of the ""new life” has 
already been found briefly in this arti
cle.

The Gospel of John has Nicodemus 
(John 3) asking Jesus how a person who 
has already been born can be born 
again. Here is the opposite of aging. 
God’s kingdom gives us new birth that 
issues in ""life everlasting.”

First John addresses the reader(s) as 
""my little children” (see 2:1 for exam
ple). The assumption is one who is older 
spiritually is more mature certainly 
and probably chronologically older 
also. Second and Third John are writ
ten by ""the elder” (see 2 John 1:1 and 
3 John 1). In Revelation the aged John 
is a model of what aging should be. We 
see a realistic perspective of the past, 
an awareness of the present, and a 
sense of hope for the future. This sense 
of roundedness is needed by all persons 
regardless of age.

Paul’s writings point to a person’s 
being held in esteem regardless of race, 
social position, sex, or other barriers.
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Galatians 3:28, RSV says: "There is nei
ther Jew nor Greek, there is neither 
slave nor free, there is neither male nor 
female; for you are all one in Christ 
Jesus.” It does not do violence to the 
intent of the verse to add, "There is nei
ther young nor old.”

Paul had little to say on the subject of 
age. First Timothy 5:1, RSV tells us, 
"Do not rebuke an older man but ex
hort him as you would a father.” This 
is a clear sign that age should be re
spected. However, Timothy is told not 
to let anyone think less of him than 
they should just because he is young 
(see 1 Tim. 4:12). So age is neither good 
nor bad although it is to be respected.

First Timothy 5:17 says that elders 
who rule well should be given double 
honor (probably a reference to material 
support). But 1 Timothy 5:19, RSV says, 
"Never admit any charge against an 
elder except on the evidence of two or 
three witnesses.” So once again it is 
what we do and who we are, not what 
our office is or how old we are that is 
ultimately important.

Titus 2:2-3 is a special admonition to 
older men and women. It is a call to a 
quality of life that is becoming to Chris
tians regardless of physical age or what 
age someone lives in.

In Philemon and 2 Timothy we see 
Paul himself as an old man. Philemon 
8—10 has "Paul the aged” asking for 
the liberation of his son, the slave 
Onesimus. Paul understood only too 
well that until Onesimus was free Phi
lemon would not be truly free either. 
Some have translated the Greek word 
for aged here as "ambassador.” The 
word’s normal usage (in the Greek) is 
"old man.” The context seems to sup
port that here also.

Second Timothy is a picture of the 
aged Paul faithful to the end. Paul 
knew he was close to death (see 4:6-8). 
He wanted two things (1) his friends to 

be near him (4:9) and(2) a few material 
possessions, especially his Scriptures 
(4:13). Paul is a classic example of sim
plifying life at its end. As such we can 
all learn from him.

The General Epistles (Hebrews, 
James, 1 and 2 Peter) offer little new 
insight into a biblical perspective of ag
ing. One interesting thing is found in 1 
Peter. First Peter 5:1-5, RSV specifies 
that the "elders” are chronologically 
older with specific tasks. Those who are 
younger have the task of following the 
elders under the lordship of Jesus 
Christ.

So I exhort the elders among you, as 
a fellow elder and a witness of the 
sufferings of Christ as well as a par
taker in the glory that is to be re
vealed. Tend the flock of God that is 
your charge, not by constraint but 
willingly, not for shameful gain but 
eagerly, not as domineering over 
those in your charge but being exam
ples to the flock. And when the chief 
Shepherd is manifested you will ob
tain the unfading crown of glory. 
Likewise you that are younger be sub
ject to the elders. Clothe yourselves, 
all of you, with humility toward one 
another, for "God opposes the proud, 
but gives grace to the humble.”

Age is rarely found as a singled out sub
ject in the Bible. It is not how long you 
live; it is how well you live. Living in 
faithfulness to God through Jesus 
Christ is the measuring stick of the 
Christian for "true life.” The Bible lifts 
up the aged as ones to be respected. It 
also is clear that the aged are respon
sible for their life just as younger per
sons are.

’From the Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyrighted 
1946, 1952, © 1971, 1973. Subsequent quotations are marked 
RSV.

2I am highly indebted to Frank Stagg’s book The Bible Speaks 
on Aging (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1981).
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Who Are the Aging?
ORRIN D. MORRIS

One of every nine persons in the United 
States was age sixty-five and over ac
cording to the 1980 census. Those per
sons numbered 25.6 million and 
represented 11.3 percent of the popula
tion. However, older adults are defined 
by many as persons age sixty and over 
since retirement age has steadily fall
en. With persons ages sixty to sixty- 
four included, the number of older 
adults stood at 35.6 million or 15.7 per
cent of the total United States popula
tion.

This paper focuses on the population 
age sixty and over, analyzing the num
ber of persons in each five-year age co
hort, examining population projections 
provided by the Bureau of the Census to 
the year 2000, and concluding by sum
marizing the general demographic 
characteristics of the aging population.

The Present Count
The number of older adults for each 
five-year cohort steadily decreases up 
to the last cohort as displayed in table 
l.1 The population ages sixty to sixty- 
four represented about 4.5 percent of 
the population or 10.1 million. The 
numbers decreased through each co
hort until there were 32,194 persons 
age one hundred and over according to 
the 1980 census.

The population in the first cohort of 
table 1, those sixty to sixty-four, diff
ered greatly in life-style and personal 
health from those in the four cohorts 
eighty-five and above. According to Bu
reau of Labor Statistics approximately 
one half of the men in the sixty to sixty- 
four age group have retired.2 The vast 

majority will have retired from full- 
time employment by the time they 
enter the sixty-five to sixty-nine cohort. 
Due to improved health care, many of 
the persons from seventy to eighty-four 
maintain separate living arrangements 
and enjoy relatively stable health. Gen
erally, after age eighty-five a signifi
cant portion of the population is 
restricted due to many types of disabili
ties related to aging. The third part of 
this report, dealing with characteris
tics of the aging population, will discuss 
some of the specifics.

For many decades between 12 and 13 
percent of the United States population 
has been older adults (age sixty and 
over). (See table 2.) In recent decades, a 
significant upswing in the number of 
older adults has been noted.

From 1940 to 1980 the number of per
sons age sixty and over has increased 
105.4 percent.3 During the same period, 
the population under sixty increased 67 
percent. The growth of the under-sixty 
population was spurred by two major 
demographic events, the post-war baby 
boom and the recent influx of refugees. 
The increase in older adults has result
ed from the extension of life (increased 
longevity) rather than immigration. 
The effects of greater longevity have ac
celerated the growth in number of 
older adults.

The trend of the truly aged popula
tion, persons eighty-five and over, can 
be observed on table 3. In 1940, this 
cohort numbered about 365,000 and 
has increased between 50 and 75 per
cent each decade since.4 Persons in this 
age group rarely make an internation
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al move.5 In general, we can thus say 
all of this phenomenal growth is con
tributable to improved longevity result
ing from better nutrition, improved 
health care and medical advances, es
pecially in the treatment of cancer and 
cardiovascular diseases.

The Projected Count
The Bureau of the Census prepares a 
series of population projections for the 
United States. Projections are based on 
estimated components that include 
births, deaths, and migration. Each 
component has projected low, middle, 
and high rates. All the rates used are 
within a possible range, but the most 
probable is the middle series. Since this 
report addresses persons age sixty and 
over from now until 2000, births are 
not a factor. Further, since few immi
grants are aged, the primary factor in
fluencing the projection series is 
deaths. The only factor in present 
trends that would significantly revise 
the projections would be a spectacular 
medical breakthrough to increase lon
gevity. Since such a major technologi
cal breakthrough would take five to ten 
years of testing before it was publically 
marketed, the projections presently 
provided by the Bureau of Census are 
probably accurate within + / — two or 
three thousand persons per age cohort.

From 1980 to 2000, the net increase 
in population age sixty and over will be 
about ten million or 27 percent.6 Each 
year these older adults are expected to 
increase about half a million. The popu
lation under sixty is projected to in
crease about 31.6 million or 16.6 
percent. Each year the under-sixty 
population is expected to increase by 
1.6 million. Though this article focuses 
on older adults, the engine that runs 
the economy from now until 2000 is 
young and middle adults.

About three fourths of all the popula

tion increase in the United States from 
1980 to 2000 will occur in the popula
tion under sixty. The increase in popu
lation over sixty is not as spectacular as 
many people imply. The sheer numbers 
are significant not in terms of the gross 
size but in terms of the rate of increase 
that will be nearly twice as high as the 
under sixty. Of even greater signifi
cance is the rapid increase in the very 
aged population.

Table 4 displays the projected num
ber of older adults by five-year age co
horts starting at age sixty up to age one 
hundred and over.7 These data can be 
compared to the actual 1980 figures dis
played on table 1.

The youngest older adults, ages sixty 
to sixty-four, are expected to increase 
about four hundred thousand or a mere 
4 percent from 1980 to 2000. The in
crease in population ages sixty-five to 
sixty-nine is even less, 313,500 or 3.6 
percent. Beyond age seventy the net 
change accelerates: seventy to seventy- 
four, 26.2 percent; seventy-five to sev
enty-nine, 52.1 percent; eighty to 
eighty-four, 71.1 percent.

The most noteworthy increases from 
1980 to 2000 will occur in the cohorts 
beyond age eighty-five. Persons eighty- 
five to eighty-nine will double (99%) 
while those persons ages ninety to nine
ty-four will increase 143.4 percent. Ac
cording to Census Bureau projections 
both the ninety to ninety-nine and one 
hundred plus cohorts will increase ap
proximately 235 percent.

The number of persons reaching age 
sixty-five will remain about the same 
every year to 2000. In 1980, there were 
1,906,000 who said they were sixty-five 
years of age. In 1985, there were 2,014,- 
000; and in 1990, there will likely be 
about 2,102,000—the highest number 
expected for the twenty-year period. A 
modest decline is expected as persons 
born during the depression era reach 
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age sixty-five. In 1999, a low point is 
expected when 1,854,000 will have 
their sixty-fifth birthday. The new cen
tury will dawn with 1,898,000 persons 
reaching age sixty-five.

Examination of persons who will 
celebrate their eightieth birthday 
dramatically illustrates the expected 
effects of increased longevity. In 1980, 
only 728,000 persons indicated they 
were eighty years of age. By 1985, that 
number had increased to 860,000.8 By 
1990, the number is expected to ap
proach one million;9 by 1995, 1.1 mil
lion and 1.2 million by 2OOO.10 In 2000, 
there will be approximately 427,000 
more octogenarians than in 1980, an 
increase of 65 percent. When grouping 
the top four age cohorts into a category 
age eighty-five and over, we note a most 
spectacular increase. In 1980, there 
were 2,272,000 persons age eighty-five 
and over. By 2000, persons eighty-five 
and over are expected to number 4,926,- 
000, an increase of 117 percent.

Demographic Characteristics
This part of the report focuses on older 
adults age sixty-five and over rather 
than age sixty and over. This narrow
ing of focus results from Census Bureau 
decisions to limit social and ecomonic 
data to a few age cohorts. Race and sex 
data are exceptions with modest detail.

Race.—White non-Hispanics were 
overrepresented in 1980 among older 
adults compared to the younger gener
ations. White non-Hispanic population 
represented 79.6 percent of the total 
United States residence. As age in
creased, that percentage increased. 
White non-Hispanics represented 86.9 
percent of persons sixty-five to sixty- 
nine, 87.7 percent of those seventy to 
seventy-four and 88.9 percent of the 
seventy-five and over population.11

Blacks, who represented 11.5 percent 
of the total population, had an opposite 

trend. Their percentages decreased 
from 8.7 percent of all persons sixty- 
five to sixty-nine to 8.2 percent of those 
seventy to seventy-four and only 7.4 
percent of those seventy-five and 
over.12 Mexican ancestry persons 
represented 3.9 percent of the popula
tion and decreased from 1.5 percent of 
those sixty-five to seventy-four down to 
only 1.3 percent of those seventy-five 
and over.13

Within the white non-Hispanic popu
lation 4.9 percent were sixty to sixty- 
five, 4.2 percent were sixty-five to sixty- 
nine, 3.3 percent seventy to seventy- 
five, and 4.9 percent was seventy-five 
and over. The Cuban ancestry popula
tion were as oriented toward elderly as 
White non-Hispanics. Over 5.1 percent 
of the Cuban population was sixty to 
sixty-four, 4.5 percent sixty-five to six- 
ty-nine, 3.5 percent was seventy to sev
enty-four, and 4.1 percent was 
seventy-five and over.14 The Cuban 
figures, however, have been radically 
altered as a result of the refugees who 
arrived within a month after the 1980 
census was taken.

White non-Hispanics and Cubans 
had over 12 percent of their total popu
lation age sixty-five and over. Blacks 
had 7.9 percent; and near that level 
were Japanese, Chinese, and Filipinos. 
American Indians had only 5.3 percent 
age sixty-five and over, while Asian In
dians had 5.2 and "other” Hispanics 5.7 
percent.

Racial groups with the smallest per
centage of population elderly included 
Vietnamese 2 percent, Korean 2.6 per
cent, Puerto Rican 3.4 percent, and Es
kimos and Aleuts 4.3 and 4.5 percent 
respectively.

Regional distribution.—The popula
tion increase in the Sunbelt has left 
northeastern states with above average 
proportions of persons age sixty-five 
and over, 12.5 percent compared to 10 
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percent in the West. The proportions in 
the north central and southern states 
were at the national average, 11.3 and 
11.4 percent respectively.15

Another way to note the relative 
overrepresentation of older adults in 
the Northeast is that 21.7 percent of 
the total population resided in the 
Northeast, but 23.8 percent of the eld
erly resided there. In contrast, the 
Western states accounted for 19.1 per
cent of the total United States popula
tion but only 16.8 percent of the 
elderly.

About 60 percent of all Blacks age 
sixty-five and over still resided in the 
Southern states.16 Elderly persons of 
Spanish origin were about equally di
vided between Southern and Western 
states with 40.4 percent of the United 
States total in the South and 36.7 per
cent in the West.17

Urban-rural distribution.—About 
one in four older adults resided in rural 
areas, places with less than twenty-five 
hundred population and open-country 
areas (25.4 percent). About one in seven 
older adults resided in places of twenty- 
five hundred up to fifty thousand popu
lation. The remaining 60 percent of the 
population lived in urbanized areas 
with 31.4 percent in central cities and 
28.1 percent in the urban fringe.18

A close examination of the data re
veals a pattern of the oldest adults con
centrating more toward central cities 
than the younger elderly. This may be 
explained by racial transition whereby 
the younger elderly were financially 
able to relocate to suburbs while the 
very old were not. Another explanation 
may relate to location of extended-care 
facilities toward which elderly migrate 
as health declines.

The large, central-city concentration 
of older adults is especially noted 
among Whites, Asians, and Hispanics 
but not among Blacks. The oldest 

Blacks were "left” in the rural areas, 
while the oldest American Indians mi
grated to small cities of twenty-five 
hundred to ten thousand population.19

Gender difference.—There were 94.8 
males per 100 females in the White 
population of the United States accord
ing to the 1980 census. For the White 
cohort age sixty to sixty-four, the sex 
ratio was 86.9. The ratio decreases as 
the cohorts grow older until it reaches 
42.9 at age eighty-five and over.20

The sex ratio for Blacks started lower 
than Whites at the sixty to sixty-four 
cohort. There were 79.4 Black males 
per 100 Black females at that point, but 
the decrease in the ratio was not as ex
treme from age seventy-five and on as 
for Whites. At age eighty-five and over 
the Black sex ratio was 50, or over 7 
percentage points more favorable than 
in the White community.21 American 
Indian and Spanish origin elderly dis
played the same trend but even less 
sharply declining. Among American 
Indians age eighty-five and over, the 
ratio stood at 64.9 in 1980. Among 
Asians the eighty-five and over ratio 
was 60 and among persons of Spanish 
origin, 61.3.22

Elderly women of all races and eth
nicity were more likely to be urban 
residents than males in every region of 
the United States. This caused unusu
ally low sex ratios in urban settings and 
a much more balanced ratio in rural 
areas. Women who remain single or 
become divorced or widowed migrated 
to urban areas.

In the West the sex ratios for Blacks 
and Hispanics were 110.3 and 111.3 re
spectively. These unusually high ratios 
were the result of immigration streams 
dominated by males. These immigra
tion streams primarily moved toward 
rural areas where male dominated in
dustries exist: timber, mining, and en
ergy development.23
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Household relationships.—Over four 
of every five males age sixty-five and 
over resided in families compared to 
only 54 percent of the older women. 
About three of every four males were 
head of the household in which they 
resided (73.1% compared to only 8.7% 
of the older women in 1980).24

One of every seven older males head
ed a nonfamily household in 1980 
(14.3%) compared to 38.6 percent of 
older females. Contrary to stereotypes 
of older adults being in nursing homes, 
only 4 percent of the men and 7.2 per
cent of the women sixty-five and over 
lived in some type of institution in 
1980.25

Older adults are choosing to live 
apart from their children as long as 
finances and health permit. Over 
fifteen million persons sixty-five 
and over reside in husband-wife 
households. These represent about 60 
percent of all older adults. Over 7.3 mil
lion older adults were living alone in 
1980, or about 30 percent of all older 
adults. Table 5 presents the actual 
numbers of older adults living alone by 
comparing 1970,1980, and 1985 data.26

An especially important fact to note 
is a 60 percent increase in the number 
of older adults living alone from 1970 to 
1985. Also significant is that most of the 
growth was in the female population 
age seventy-five and over. Males sixty- 
five to seventy-four increased 42 per
cent and seventy-five and over 32.5 per
cent. However, females sixty to 
seventy-four increased 48 percent, but 
females seventy-five and over increased 
91 percent.

Education.—From 1980 to 1985, the 
number of older men with four or more 
years of college increased from 1 mil
lion to about 1.3 million. As a percent of 
the total population of older adult 
males, the percent increased from 10.3 
to 11.5.27 By 1995, the figure will nearly 

double the 1980 number; and the rate 
will approach 20 percent. The projected 
change in college education level of 
women age sixty-five and over will not 
be as significant. In 1980, 7.4 percent of 
the older women were at least college 
graduates; and by 1995, the figure is 
expected to be about 10 percent.

Employment.—The Bureau of Labor 
Statistics projects a net decrease in the 
number of older males and females in 
the work force from 1984 to 1995. In the 
cohort age fifty-five to sixty-four there 
were about seven million males em
ployed in 1984 compared to five million 
females. These data mean that 68.5 per
cent of all males fifty-five to sixty-four 
were in the labor force compared to 
41.7 percent of the females. A modest 
decline is expected to 1995 among 
males whereby the participation rate 
will only be 62.6 percent, while the rate 
for females will have increased slightly 
to 42.7 percent. Among older adults age 
sixty-five and over there were 1,755,000 
males still working in 1984. This figure 
is expected to decline from a 16.3 per
cent participation rate to 11. There 
were 1,173,000 females sixty-five and 
over still at work in 1984. These 
females represented 7.5 percent of all 
females age sixty-five and over. The 
projections provided by the Bureau of 
Labor statistics estimate the female 
participation rate will drop to 5.5 by 
1995.

Poverty.—According to Bickley 
Townsend in American Demographics, 
"Poverty among elderly Americans in 
1984 was at its lowest level ever record
ed.” Over one in three older adults in 
1959 lived in poverty. By 1969, the pro
portion had improved to only one in 
four. According to the 1984 data the 
poverty rate had decreased to only one 
in eight older adults.28

Poverty levels were calculated by the 
Bureau of Census based on income and 
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size of the household. Three categories 
of poverty are examined: (1) persons 
with income 75 percent or less than the 
poverty level, (2) persons from 75 to 99 
percent, and (3) persons with income 
from 100 to 125 percent of the poverty 
level. The first group will be defined as 
those in severe poverty; the second 
group, in moderate poverty; and the 
third group, in marginal poverty. Since 
the available data is based on 1979 in
come and it was followed by the 1980-81 
recession, it is assumed that persons in 
marginal poverty probably dropped 
below poverty shortly after the census 
was completed.

Severe, moderate, and marginal pov
erty affected 14.5 percent of persons 
sixty to sixty-four, 18.1 percent of those 
sixty-five to sixty-nine, 22.7 percent of 
those seventy to seventy-four, and 29.9 
percent of those persons seventy-five 
and over. However, elderly women 
were 50 percent more likely to be in 
poverty than men. For example, 13.9 
percent of the men sixty-five to sixty- 
nine and 21.4 percent of the women in 
the same age group were in poverty. 
Poverty affected 22.6 percent of the 
men and 34.1 percent of the women age 
seventy-five and over. When we focus 
on persons age seventy-five and over 
(faced by declining income and rising 
medical expenses), several important 
differences can be noted. Whites and 
Asians had similar patterns: White 
males 20.1 percent, White females 32.1 
percent, Asian males 24.3 percent and 
Asian females 30.8 percent. Hispanic 
males had a poverty rate of 36.6 per
cent and older females 42 percent. The 
most critical poverty was among Blacks 
and American Indians: Black males 
47.9 percent, females 56.6 percent, In
dian males 45.6 percent and females 
51.6 percent.29

Though poverty rates were at their 
lowest among older adults,30 poverty 

still is an extremely critical problem 
for older adults of most minority 
groups.

Geographic mobility.—Contrary to 
stereotypes of older adults migrating to 
"sun city,” the aging population was 
the least mobile of any segment in soci
ety. Both Black and White men and 
women who headed a household were 
less likely to move than persons in any 
other household relationship.31 The 
most mobile were those who were insti
tutionalized (in group quarters), fol
lowed by persons who were unrelated 
to the household in which they resided. 
Nonrelatives are the most likely cate
gory to move across state lines.

Better education made elderly White 
men and both Hispanic men and 
women more likely to move than in the 
case of White females or Black males 
and females. White females were equal
ly likely to move irrespective of the 
level of education. In the case of both 
Black males and females, better educa
tion predicted less mobility. There was 
little mobility difference between Black 
males and females.32

The elderly who were most likely to 
move were those without an income. In 
this case men were slightly more fre
quent movers than women. The higher 
the income for Whites, the less likely 
they were to relocate; but if they did 
move, it was about an even chance they 
would move to another county as to 
stay in the same county. Blacks of all 
economic levels were more mobile than 
Whites. And most of the Black reloca
tions were within the same county.33

Elderly who were married but not 
living with their spouse were the most 
mobile. The reason for this phenome
non seems to relate to the legal separa
tion and/or institutionalization of the 
spouse. The second most likely group to 
move were divorced persons, except for 
Black females. The third most mobile 
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group in society were the widowed, es
pecially White males and females and 
Black and Hispanic singles.34

The number of older adults is increas
ing as a result of the extension of life. 
Persons reaching retirement age (62) 
have more years before them than 
their fathers of a generation earlier. 
Thirty years ago, persons reaching 
retirement faced declining health and 
the rocking chair. The new retiree of 
the eighties faces a second career (gen
erally part-time), extensive travel, vig
orous health, and relative financial 
security.35 The older adults of 2000 will 
have more years of vigorous health 
than persons of this decade. Generally, 
they will be better educated, more 
widely traveled, and the target for con
sumer marketers.36 Also, they will be a 
more diverse group with a higher pro
portion of minority persons and more 
persons who have experienced broken 
families, their own and those of their 
children. The role of grandparent will 
have shifted from relating to direct de
scendants to relating to multiple sets of 
stepchildren.

The change that lies before Ameri
can society will bring many blessings 
and many problems. As with all change 
it is both good and bad rather than one 
or the other.
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TABLE 1
DISTRIBUTION OF OLDER ADULTS BY AGE COHORTS: 1980

Age Cohort Number
Percentage of 

U.S. Total

60-64 10,087,621 4.45%
65-69 8,782,481 3.88
70-74 6,798,124 3.00
75-79 4,794,727 2.12
80-84 2,935,033 1.30
85-89 1,520,202 0.67
90-94 556,592 0.25
95-99 131,079 0.06
100 + 32,194 0.01

U.S. Total 226,545,805 100.00%

Source: Bureau of the Census.

TABLE 2
NUMBER OF PERSONS AGE 60 AND OVER IN THE U.S.: 

1940-1985

Year Number
Percentage of 

U.S. Total

Net Change 
from Previous 

Census

1940 17,347,654 13.2 NA
1950 18,267,605 12.2 919,951
1960 23,319,134 13.0 5,052,529
1970 27,664,139 13.6 4,345,005
1980 35,637,048 15.7 7,972,909
1985 38,238,000 16.0 2,600,952

Source: Bureau of the Census.

TABLE 3
NUMBER OF PERSONS AGE 85 AND OVER IN THE U.S.: 

1940-1985

Year Number
Percentage of 

U.S. Total

Net Change 
from Previous 

Census

1940 364,752 0.3 NA
1950 577,450 0.4 212,698
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Source: Bureau of the Census.

I960 863,785 0.5 286,335
1970 1,510,901 0.7 647,116
1980 2,240,067 1.0 729,166
1985 2,697,000 1.1 456,933

TABLE 4
DISTRIBUTION OF OLDER ADULTS BY AGE COHORTS: 2000

Age Cohort Number
Percentage of 

U.S. Total

60-64 10,487,000 3.91%
65-69 9,096,000 3.39
70-74 8,581,000 3.20
75-79 7,295,000 2.72
80-84 5,023,000 1.87
85-89 3,025,000 1.13
90-94 1,355,000 0.51
95-99 438,000 0.16
100 + 108,000 0.04

U.S. Total 267,955,000 100.00%

Source: Middle Projection, Bureau of the Census.

TABLE 5 
NUMBER OF OLDER ADULTS LIVING ALONE 

BY AGE AND SEX: 1970-1985

Persons
Living 
Alone

Years

1970 1980 1985

Total Males 3,533,000 6,966,000 7,922,000
65-74 611,000 775,000 868,000

75 and over 563,000 711,000 746,000

Total Females 7,320,000 11,330,000 12,680,000
65-74 2,204,000 3,076,000 3,262,000
75 and over 1,693,000 2,766,000 3,236,000

Source: Bureau of the Census.
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The Faces
of the Hungry Elderly
in the Shadow of Plenty
ROBERT M. PARHAM

Effie Alsop’s wrinkled, white face is a 
picture of hunger in America. She is 
eighty-six years old, lives in a southern 
Missouri town, and sometimes goes 
without food. Her conversation with 
physicians investigating hunger is il
lustrative of an American problem:

"What did you eat today?”
"Nothing.”
"You’ve had nothing all day?”
"No.”
"You must get hungry.”
"I get hungry when food is in the 

house; but when I don’t have any, I’m 
not hungry. Isn’t that funny, doctor?”1

America has a hunger problem. Yet 
despite the mounting body of evidence 
about the return of hunger to the land 
of plenty, disagreement exists over the 
extent of the problem. Nowhere is the 
disagreement more obvious than be
tween the positions held by the Physi
cian Task Force on Hunger in America 
and the President’s Task Force on Food 
Assistance.

On the one hand, the Physician Task 
Force on Hunger in America, based at 
the Harvard University School of Pub
lic Health, maintains that hunger "is 
now more widespread and serious than 
at any time in the last ten to fifteen 
years.”2 The problem is so severe that 
it can now be considered a "national 
health epidemic.”3

The physicians’ report more forceful
ly concluded what eleven nationwide 

studies and more than sixty local re
ports on hunger have found: Hunger is 
once again a serious, well-documented 
American problem.4

On the other hand, the President’s 
Task Force on Food Assistance reached 
a less definitive position. After a little 
more than four months and public 
hearings in seven cities, the task force 
released its findings:

While we have found evidence of hun
ger in the sense that some people have 
difficulty obtaining adequate access to 
food, we have also found that it is at 
present impossible to estimate the ex
tent of that hunger. We cannot report 
on any indicator that will tell us by 
how much hunger has gone up in re
cent years. We have been unable to 
substantiate the allegation of ram
pant hunger. We reget our inability to 
document the degree of hunger 
caused by income limitations, for such 
lack of definitive, quantitative proof 
contributes to a climate in which poli
cy discussions become unhelpfully 
heated and unsubstantiated asser
tions are then substituted for hard in
formation.5

The report added that private and pub
lic food assistance effort "are available 
and sufficient for those who take advan
tage of them.”6

The disagreement between the 
Physician Task Force and the Presi
dent’s Task Force revolves around the 
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lack of "definitive, quantitative proof.” 
Policymakers, politicians, and antihun
ger advocates cannot agree on the ex
tent of hunger because of the lack of a 
"hunger index.” The United States has 
the ability to measure consumer prices, 
gross national product, inflation rate, 
interest rate, and unemployment rate; 
but it has no method to measure the 
number of hungry people.

The lack of a nutrition surveillance 
system means that other measure
ments are used to point to the problem 
of hunger. These include reports from 
local emergency food centers; medical 
reports; investigative news stories; 
studies by religious, academic, and re
search institutions; and investigations 
by public officials.7 Governmental sta
tistics related to low-birth weights, the 
infant mortality rate, the number of 
food-stamp recipients, and the poverty 
rate are also used.

While agreement over the extent of 
hunger is unlikely, some people are 
convinced that common ground is 
shared between those who are poor and 
hungry.8 The poor in general and those 
who are young or old in particular are 
the people most at risk to hunger.9 
Thus any discussion of hunger in 
America must begin with the problem 
of poverty.

This article explores three questions: 
First, who are the hungry elderly? Sec
ond, why are the elderly going hungry? 
Third, what can Southern Baptists do 
to help the elderly hungry?

Who Are the Hungry Elderly?
The elderly who are at risk to hunger 
are those Americans sixty-five years 
old and older who have incomes at or 
below the official poverty line. In 1984, 
a single, senior citizen with an income 
of $4,958 was considered poor, while an 
elderly couple was poor with an income 
of $6,293.10

The status of the elderly began to 
change economically almost two 
decades ago with "a general increase in 
the standard of living and specific im
provements in Social Security and em
ployer-sponsored pension benefits.”11 
The poverty rate for the elderly 
dropped from 28.5 percent of all per
sons over sixty-five in 1966 to 14.6 in 
1974. Significant gains were made. But 
from 1974 until 1982, economic stagna
tion retarded real increases in income. 
The poverty rate fluctuated, peaking at 
15.7 in 1980 before dropping to 14.2 in 
1983.12 Essentially the percentage of 
older Americans living in poverty 
remained the same from 1974 (14.6) to 
1983 (14.2).

Examining the statistics on poor peo
ple within the elderly population as a 
whole is one way to indicate the extent 
of poverty and consequently the num
ber of those at risk to hunger. Another 
way to sharpen the focus is to look at 
the statistics on the elderly living in 
poverty by race, sex, and living ar
rangement.

In 1983, 8.2 percent of white, elderly 
males lived in poverty, compared to 
28.3 percent for blacks and 22.4 percent 
for Hispanics. Of all groups categorized 
by race and sex, black females ex
perienced the highest rate of poverty at 
41.7 percent, compared to 14.7 percent 
for white females and 23.7 percent for 
Hispanic females. As for statistics by 
living arrangement, older Americans 
in couples had a lower poverty rate 
than those living alone: 8.1 to 26.5. 
Blacks living alone had a rate of 58.4, 
compared to whites at 23.3 and Hispan
ics at 43.7.13

From yet another perspective, when 
the poor and near-poor (those above the 
poverty line) are added together, the 
percentage of Americans age sixty-five 
and older more than doubled in 1984.14 
In other words, a significant number of 
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the elderly live just above the poverty 
line and may also be at risk to hunger.

While the national statistics are dis
turbing, statistics for the South and 
rural America are shocking. For exam
ple, in 1984,18 percent (391,000) of the 
senior citizens in Texas lived in pover
ty, while 25 percent (560,000) lived 
slightly above the poverty line.15

A recently released study by Public 
Voice for Food and Health Policy, fund
ed by the Ford Foundation, found that 
"the rural poor are ... far more likely 
to be elderly . . . than their metropoli
tan or central city counterparts.”16 In 
1983, the rate of poverty among the 
rural elderly was 17.8 percent, much 
higher than that of those living in met
ropolitan areas (9.3 percent).17

Overall, these statistics suggest sev
eral things. First, minority groups 
among the elderly are more likely to be 
poor than the elderly as a whole. Blacks 
fare worse than whites and Hispanics, 
females fare worse than males, and in
dividuals living alone fare worse than 
couples. Not surprisingly, these statis
tics resemble poverty statistics by race, 
sex, and living arrangement for other 
Americans. Second, the number of 
near-poor older Americans is ex
tremely high. Including the near-poor 
with the poor may give a better indica
tion of the plight of the elderly than 
just considering those living in poverty. 
Third, the elderly living in the South 
and in rural areas have a higher chance 
of being poor than those living in met
ropolitan areas, a fact that often goes 
unnoticed.

Why Are the Elderly Going Hungry?
A fundamental premise of this essay is 
that poverty is one reason people go 
hungry. Older Americans who are poor 
are at risk to hunger because poverty 
means facing equally disastrous 
choices. Poor people have to decide be

tween paying their utilities and pur
chasing food, between obtaining medi
cine and eating. Either way they lose. 
More often than most Americans 
would want, elderly people postpone 
eating to meet other basic needs.

The elderly also go hungry for two 
reasons related to public policy, the de
sign of the so-called "safety net” and 
the budget cuts.

The American safety net has holes 
which exist not from budget cuts but 
from the way the net is woven together. 
Two of the holes are illustrative of the 
problem.

One is the "problem of mobility.” 
Some elderly people go hungry simply 
because they lack transportation. Rich
ard Margolis, author of a forthcoming 
book entitled Risking Old Age in 
America, wrote:

In parts of Appalachia and the rural 
South, hunger and the high cost of 
transportation appear in league with 
each other. I have met aged residents 
of those regions who do not collect 
their food stamps because they cannot 
afford a "taxi”—usually a neighbor’s 
pickup truck—to take them to the 
welfare offices. The trip may be as far 
as 40 miles each way and can cost as 
much as $50.18

Once the trip to the food stamp office is 
completed, the elderly person faces the 
barrier of getting to the grocery store 
and then back to his or her "taxi.”

The "problem of mobility” is particu
larly taxing on disabled and rural resi
dents, but they are not the only ones to 
face hurdles. Some states require that 
food-stamp recipients must pick up 
their stamps each month rather than 
get them through the mail. For some of 
the poor elderly who are eligible for 
only a few dollars each month, the bar
riers to food assistance may not be 
worth the benefit of additional in
come.19
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Add to the lack of transportation the 
problem of poor health. Margolis re
corded an incident in Mississippi where 
a woman was cut off food stamps be
cause she was unable to leave her hos
pital room to pick them up.20

The second illustration of a safety 
net hole is found under the nutrition 
service section of Title III of the Older 
Americans Act of 1965.21 Congregate 
Nutrition Services and Home Deliv
ered Nutrition Services are designed to 
see that older Americans get one third 
of the current daily recommended die
tary allowances at least five days a 
week. Since the law mandates nutri
tion services for only five days a week, 
the result of the law is that meals are 
often not served on weekends. More
over these programs provide for only 
one meal each day. Thus elderly par
ticipants may get only one daily meal 
and none on weekends.

A 1984 statewide survey in Texas in
dicated the inadequacy of federal nutri
tion services. The survey of 1,757 
elderly people participating in the con
gregate and home-delivered meals pro
gram found that 34 percent would go 
hungry without these meals. The per
centage was much higher for those who 
received only home-delivered meals, 62 
percent. Overall, 58 percent said the 
programs offered their "only complete 
meal of the day.”22 Even though the 
Texas survey covered a small sample, it 
illustrated the weakness of the pro
grams and the existing need.

A second public policy reason that 
the elderly go hungry is budget cuts. 
The Physician Task Force on Hunger 
maintained that the rapid return of 
hunger to America "can be traced in 
substantial measure to clear and con
scious policies of the federal govern
ment.”23 One of these policies is federal 
budget cuts which sliced off $5 billion 
from the food-stamp program between

1982 and 1985.24
Even if federal programs were not 

cut, they remained static. For example, 
the Tennessee Commission on Aging 
received $6,585,000 for fiscal year 1981 
and $7,508,000 for fiscal year 1985 for 
congregate and home-delivered meals, 
despite inflation and the fact that the 
number of elderly people had in
creased. Perhaps as a result of this 
funding situation the number of elderly 
Tennesseans receiving meals decreased 
from 47,108 in 1981 to 38,931 in 1985.25 
The failure to increase substantively 
the budget for these feeding programs 
in effect served as a budget cut.

In addition to poverty and public 
policy, older Americans experience 
hunger due to social and health factors. 
The Tennessee Commission on Aging 
lists a number of reasons the elderly 
sometimes lack adequate nutrition. 
First, physical or mental impairment 
may keep them from being able to shop 
and prepare for meals. Second, some 
elderly lack the necessary skills to pre
pare well-balanced meals. Third, loneli
ness may result in the lack of incentive 
to prepare meals.28

Older Americans are going hungry 
for a number of reasons: poverty, public 
policies, social factors, and health 
needs. Their situation is statistically 
discouraging and individually grim, 
but their situation is not hopeless. 
Through an arsenal of approaches, 
Southern Baptists can work to meet the 
nutritional needs of older Americans.

What Can Be Done 
to Help Elderly Hungry Americans?

Southern Baptists can do at least five 
things to help the elderly hungry.

First, we can observe two special dates 
on the Southern Baptist Convention cal
endar: Senior Adult Day on the first 
Sunday in May and World Hunger Day 
on the second Sunday in October.— 
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These emphasis dates allow us the op
portunity to raise the level of aware
ness; to educate church members; and 
to engage in special biblical, theologi
cal, and ethical teaching. These dates 
also offer natural opportunities to dis
cover the nutritional needs of the elder
ly within our own churches.

Second, we can begin the long but 
much overdue process of changing the 
Southern Baptist ethos concerning our 
prejudice against the poor.—In some 
ways our racial prejudice has been re
placed by our disdain of poor and home
less people.

One of the explanations for why some 
poor people do not participate in anti- 
proverty programs is the social stigma 
attached to welfare. Poor people are 
often ridiculed and ostracized. Poor 
people deserve the same level of respect 
we extend in our churches to the 
wealthy, the beautiful, the famous.

Part of changing the ethos includes 
dispelling the popular myth that an
tipoverty programs are fraught with 
fraud. The Physician Task Force on 
Hunger in America contends that the 
actual rate of fraud in the food-stamp 
program is minimal.

Overpayments come to 8.5 percent of 
all food stamp payments, while under
payments are between 2 and 2.5 per
cent. Thus the loss for food stamps 
issued is between 6 and 6.5 percent. 
When other variables are factored in, 
such as worker error, the fraud rate 
would be less than 6 percent.27

Fraud is clearly not in the nation’s 
best interest, but neither is bigotry. We 
need to encourage Southern Baptists to 
work to overcome fraud and to avoid 
building public policy on prejudice.

Another part of changing the ethos 
includes emphasizing the dignity of all 
human beings, the common claim to 
natural resources, and the preferential 
care for the poor. These biblical themes 

need to be articulated in our worship 
services and teaching opportunities.

Third, we need to encourage Southern 
Baptists to volunteer to participate in 
local, home-delivered, meals programs. 
—Volunteers can help to fill the gaps 
created by budget cuts. Contact the 
Commission on Aging in your state and 
the Home Mission Board to find out 
how you can help.

Fourth, we need to encourage Repub
licans and Democrats in the United 
States Congress to strengthen the food 
stamp program, increasing the benefits 
and removing restrictions.—We need to 
call upon our political leaders to ex
pand the elderly meals programs.

Eliminating hunger cannot be done 
only by acts of charity. Acts of charity 
must be accompanied by acts of public 
policy which have the power either to 
wipe out or to build up all of our chari
table efforts. We need to commit as 
much time, energy, and money to 
Christian citizenship as we do to Chris
tian charity.

Fifth, our nation needs a "hunger in
dex”—We need an independent and 
permanent way to monitor the nutri
tion needs of all Americans. A "hunger 
index” would enable policymakers to 
construct better programs for the hun
gry.

A significant number of elderly 
Americans face hunger in a plentiful 
land. They are hungry due to poverty, 
public policy, social factors, and health 
reasons. But their dire circumstances 
are not without hope. Southern Bap
tists have the biblical, political, and 
financial resources to reach out across 
America with hands of help.

’Phy si can Task Force on Hunger in America, Hunger in 
America: the Growing Epidemic (Boston: Crane Duplicating Ser
vice, 1985), p. 55.

2Ibid., p. xiii.
’Ibid.

34 Search



4Nancy Amidei et al., Hunger in the Eighties: a Primer (Wash
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5The President’s Task Force on Food Assistance, Report of the 
President’s Task Force on Food Assistance (January 1984), p. 39.

‘Ibid.
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'hunger count.’ ”

’Physician Task Force, p. 5.
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Administration of Aging, Aging America: Trends and Projec
tions, 1985-1986 ed., p. 54.
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Self-Esteem 
and the Aging
DANIEL F. BOLING, JR.

An assignment to write on self-esteem 
and the aging was of particular interest 
to me because I turned fifty this year. 
My editor may not have considered this 
the magic age for such an article, but 
hitting the half-century mark has 
caused me to be reflective about the 
aging process.

I have another interest in this sub
ject. Both my parents and my parental 
in-laws are retired. My mother is sev
enty-five; my father is eighty-three; my 
mother-in-law is seventy-five; and my 
father-in-law is seventy-two. They have 
given me some insights into the subject 
I would not have had as an objective 
researcher.

For instance, this past Christmas I 
was in my parents’ living room talking 
to my brother-in-law who is fifty-five. 
We were discussing our jobs, and he in
dicated that he had worked for the city 
fire department for thirty years and 
was thinking about retirement. My 
mother entered the conversation by 
saying, "If I were you, I would work 
until they ran me off.” I could under
stand that coming from her because she 
had worked until she was seventy years 
of age and would not have quit then, 
but her health kept her from working. 
Work always meant a great deal to her 
because it raised her self-esteem.

Where do you draw the line when 
you are discussing aging, and why 
should the church be concerned about 
self-esteem and the aging? First, people 
are living longer in our society. Re
searchers are estimating that by the 

year 2000 30 percent of our population 
will be over fifty.1 More and more older 
people will make up the membership of 
our churches. This age group is growing 
so fast that the meaning of old age itself 
will change. Harry Moody wrote:

Old people have never been more nu
merous, never been such a large, and 
still growing, fraction of our popula
tion. The paradox today is that, while 
numbers grow larger, the meaning of 
old age itself seems threatened with 
obsolescence. We are driven, despite 
ourselves, to invent or re-invent, a 
meaning to the last stage of life.
... We want to believe in a "good age,” 
an old age worthy of young or middle- 
aged gerontologists.2
A second reason the church needs to 

be interested in this subject is because 
self-esteem is related to good health. 
Aycock and Noaker have done some re
search with evangelical Christians. 
They wrote: "Self-esteem is a funda
mental determinant of emotional well
being. Researchers have linked positive 
self-esteem to adaptive stress coping, 
interpersonal effectiveness, and emo
tional health.”3 Those of us in the 
church should want the best for our 
members, and that means good self-es
teem.

Our record on this subject, however, 
is not too good. Aycock and Noaker 
found that evangelical Christians evi
denced low self-esteem levels.4 The 
Gallup Poll, commissioned by Robert 
Schuller in 1982, found similar results.

Unfortunately, the poll makes un
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deniably clear that the churches do 
not contribute to the self-esteem of 
persons. Only 35 percent of Protest
ants interviewed reflected a strong 
self-esteem. Thirty-nine percent of 
Catholics interviewed demonstrated a 
strong self-esteem. In the "other 
faiths” category, 40 percent of those 
interviewed demonstrated a strong 
self-esteem.5
If self-esteem is important to health 

and we are doing such a poor job in 
helping people have good self-esteem, it 
seems this study is worthy of our atten
tion, especially as it affects such an in
creasing part of our church population.

Defining Self-Esteem
Before we go any further in this study, 
we should attempt to define self-es
teem. There is a difference between 
self-concept and self-esteem.

Self-concept could also be called self
image. It is one’s identity as a person. A 
person develops a self-concept as he in
teracts with other people. "The self
concept is developed in intimate in
teraction with others. The self is a so
cial phenomenon.”6 As he interacts 
with others, he gets a picture of him
self.

According to Fitts, this image con
sists of his physical self (view of body, 
state of health, physical appearance, 
skills, sexuality), moral-ethical self 
(moral worth, relationship to God, feel
ings of being a "good” or "bad” person, 
satisfaction with one’s religion or lack 
of it), personal self (sense of personal 
worth, his feeling of adequacy as a per
son), family self (feelings of adequacy, 
worth, and value as a family member or 
in reference to the closest and most im
mediate circle of associates), and social 
self (self as perceived in relation to oth
ers but in a more general way).7 The 
image or picture is not "a snapshot of 
oneself that one carries in his or her 

head. Rather, it is something like a 
(poor) television picture, something 
moving but also involving its ghost im
ages. You are what you have been, 
what you are, and what you hope to be. 
Thus the self-concept is at best a motion 
picture, for it is a picture of a person in 
process.”8 Self-concept consists of 
behaviors, feelings, and beliefs about 
self.

Self-esteem, on the other hand, is 
how a person feels about his self-con
cept. He determines what he is (basic 
identity), and then he determines how 
he feels about that image. Ellison delin
eated between the two in this way:

The feeling or evaluation compo
nent of self-attitude is what is meant 
by self-esteem. The most commonly 
accepted analysis of self-esteem sees it 
as the result of comparisons between 
one’s perceived self, which combines 
both the assessments of others and 
one’s private perceptions, and the 
ideal self, which is both how one feels 
he would like to be and how he feels 
he ought to be.9

Self-esteem is measured by extent of 
the discrepancy between the perceived 
self and the ideal self. The less discrep
ancy, the higher one’s self-esteem. The 
more discrepancy, the lower one’s self- 
esteem.

Schuller defines self-esteem as "the 
human hunger for the divine dignity 
that God intended to be our emotional 
birthright as children created in his im
age.”10 He believes that every human 
act, both positive and negative, is an 
attempt to fulfill the basic need for self- 
esteem. This would suggest that the 
self-image a person is forming is a life
long process. Self-image is not some
thing we develop as adolescents and 
then spend the rest of our lives acting 
out. As we go through each stage of life, 
we are defining self-concept over and 
over again. We are constantly changing 
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our feelings about self; thus self-esteem 
is constantly changing.

In the aging process, self-esteem has 
all sorts of possibilities for taking a 
beating if some intervention does not 
take place. To understand this possibil
ity, we need to take a look at the antece
dents of self-esteem.

Antecedents of Self-Esteem
The antecedents of self-esteem have al
ready been suggested in some sense. 
Before proceeding, these should be cla
rified just a bit. Our self-concept and 
thus our self-esteem (how we feel about 
ourselves) comes from mirror images 
we get through life. The earliest mir
roring is from our parents or caretak
ers and then from the family who 
nurtures us. In turn come playmates 
and then schoolmates. Add to this other 
social contacts such as church, and 
then we enter the world of work. 
Schwartz and Peterson described this 
process:

Basically, self-esteem is developed 
in the individual via those innumera
ble events, large and small, that pro
vide emotional support and 
psychological reward. Such events 
range from the cuddling and stroking 
of the newborn to the public recogni
tion of certificates and other awards 
of adult life. All such events mirror 
back to the individual an image of self 
that says, "You belong, you count, you 
have an impact, you are important.” 
Along with this go the internal sig
nals that derive from a growing sense 
of mastery and control over oneself 
and the environment which tells the 
individual, "You are effective.”11

Thus, self-esteem consists of two inter
related aspects: a sense of self-worth 
and a sense of personal efficacy. Ban
dura defined efficacy as "a generative 
capacity in which component cognitive, 
social, and behavioral skills must be or

ganized into integrated courses of ac
tion to serve innumerable purposes.”12 
Otherwise, the individual must not 
only feel of worth, but he must also feel 
competent to have good self-esteem.

This sense of competency comes in 
stages according to Whitbourne and 
Weinstock. There is "The Establish
ment Stage” (getting started in a voca
tion), "The Maintenance Stage” (From 
forty-five to fifty-five there may be a 
feeling of accomplishment accom
panied by high self-esteem, or there 
may be a sense of frustration from not 
achieving all the goals hoped for.), "The 
Deceleration Stage” (Starting in the 
mid-fifties, there is a natural extension 
of the distance from the job that the 
person contemplating retirement feels 
during the end of the maintenance 
phase. Fear can be the result if the per
son has not developed leisure inter
ests.), and "The Retirement Stage.”13 
"When retirement occurs, the older 
person experiences a severe discon
tinuity in both work role and self-con
cept, even if part-time work is possible. 
To the degree that some continuity can 
be maintained, the person’s self-con
cept will be less severely affected.”14 
While self-esteem begins early in life, it 
is evident that it is a lifelong process.

Results of Esteem Levels
One might raise the question, "Why 
worry so much about self-esteem?” The 
answer comes as you look at the results 
of high self-esteem as compared to the 
results of low self-esteem.

In the Gallup Poll commissioned by 
Schuller,15 people with a strong self-es
teem were characterized by the follow
ing:

1. A high moral and ethical sensitivi
ty.

2. A strong sense of family.
3. Far more successful in interper

sonal relationships.
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4. Success viewed in terms of inter
personal relationships, not in crass 
materialistic terms.

5. Far more productive on the job.
6. Lower in incidents of chemical ad

dictions.
7. More likely to get involved in so

cial and political activities in their com
munity.

8. Far more generous to charitable 
institutions and give far more gener
ously to relief causes.

One of the above has special signifi
cance for the elderly population. Cur
rent research studies show that 80 
percent of all suicides are related to al
cohol drug addiction. The highest age 
category in the United States commit
ting suicide is the elderly.

The aging process attacks one’s level 
of self-esteem, but "people who adapt 
best to old age are those who are well- 
adjusted before retirement, who have a 
realistic view of their strengths and 
weaknesses, and who had a positive 
self-concept during the younger 
years.”16 To have a healthier congrega
tion, the church should do all it can to 
help all members have a healthy self- 
esteem. One benefit would be a health
ier, aging adult population.

In contrast to those who have a high 
self-esteem are those with a low es
teem. People in this category become 
extremely self-centered. This does not 
mean they are selfish, but these people 
are always looking at themselves and 
wondering about themselves. Because 
their attention turns inward, they have 
a tendency to have more health prob
lems, almost becoming hypochon
driacs.

Another problem of low self-esteem 
is that of self-hate. People with low es
teem do not like themselves and thus 
they believe others do not like them. 
Faulty theology can cause them to 
suffer from inferiority feelings and lead 

them to believe that not even God loves 
them. In turn, they have difficulty in 
loving others because they do not love 
themselves. A person in such a condi
tion becomes a liability to a church 
rather than an asset. Seamands am
plified this problem when he wrote:

If. . . low self-esteem has been pro
grammed into a person, it is difficult, 
and in some cases almost impossible, 
for that person to feel beloved of God, 
accepted by Him, and of worth to Him 
in His kingdom and service. A great 
many seemingly spiritual struggles 
are not spiritual at all in their origin. 
Although they sound and act and feel 
like God’s judgment on a guilty con
science, they actually come from dam
ning and damaging feeling-concepts 
that cause low self-esteem.17

It would seem of great benefit to have 
the majority of church members with a 
healthy self-esteem so that they could 
in turn minister to the world around 
them.

Loss of Self-Esteem in the Aging Process
If one’s self-concept is based on his body 
image, intelligence, social self, moral 
self, and competency, the aging process 
has a good chance of lowering one’s self- 
esteem. One study on the effects of posi
tive and negative life changes with eld
erly adults between the ages of 
sixty-five and seventy-eight reported 
that the elderly undergo significant 
changes in their interactions with fam
ily members and friends, activity level, 
work status, financial status, and 
health. Prolonged exposure to stressors 
decreases the body’s resistance to ill
ness, and this is manifested in physical 
and psychological symptoms.18

During the aging process the body be
gins to deteriorate. If the aging person 
has always taken pride in his body, 
then begins to feel angry about not 
being able to do all he used to do, a 
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stressor is introduced which leads to 
poorer mental and physical health.

Loss of work is another thing that 
happens in the aging process. Retire
ment brings a departure from work. A 
job and work make one feel competent. 
If the elderly person does not have 
meaningful activities to replace this 
competency, he feels badly about him
self. Thus, the possibility of lowered 
self-esteem increases.

Loss of work also brings about loss of 
income or at least a lowered or fixed 
income. It can mean a reduced stan
dard of living because the retirement 
pay scale often fails to keep pace with 
the rate of inflation. ’'This economic 
situation creates a host of problems: 
finding an affordable place to live, 
meeting medical expenses, maintain
ing a balanced diet, being able to afford 
transportation cost to continue contact 
with friends, or facing the self-esteem 
problems which may come when one 
goes on public welfare—to name a few. 
Little wonder that aging has been 
called 'one of life’s most difficult adjust
ment problems.’ ”19

Closely associated with the above is 
the stark reminder that society consid
ers the elderly too old to work. This is 
a blow to self-esteem. It introduces a 
whole new way of looking at oneself. 
Ambron and Brkodzinsky write:

Probably one of the most difficult 
things about becoming old is learning 
to define oneself as old. The elderly 
are not above agreeing with some of 
the cultural sterotypes of old age. 
... Activist groups that represent the 
elderly say that they must combat 
sterotypes held by the elderly about 
themselves as well as the sterotypes 
held by younger generations. ... So 
strong are the cultural sterotypes, 
that older people are sometimes in
hibited from enjoying the very real 
health of their older years.20

Closely connected to these societal 
sterotypes is the message communicat
ed by a technological society that it is 
the "new and improved” which is most 
desirable.

As people become older, their per
ceived value to a rapidly changing so
ciety decreases, as they are seen as 
incapable of contributing in a produc
tive way to its overall growth. Signs of 
aging are interpreted as indices of ob
solescence or uselessness in this 
sense, which the acquisition of newly 
developed capacities places young 
persons in a more desirable position 
as potential assets to society.”21

This message is reinforced as the aging 
spend a great deal of time watching TV 
and all the models for success are 
young people. Self-esteem is affected if 
the person says, "I have lost it all.”

As the aging process increases, the 
possibility of mobility decreases. This 
means that contact with friends and 
family is lessened. Again self-esteem is 
lowered because one’s self-concept is 
determined by social self and family 
self. If family members and friends fail 
to come by, the elderly can feel neglect
ed, unwanted, and even rejected. Other 
family members can seem to send mes
sages that the elderly are too old to 
make decisions, do useful work, create 
new things, accept responsibilities, or 
go out alone. Schwartz points out that 
there is a danger of "infantilizing” the 
aged person. Doing too much for the 
elderly reduces their sense of compe
tence, self-worth, and self-esteem. If 
their self-esteem is consistently eroded, 
it can be substantially diminished and 
even destroyed.22

Loneliness can be the result when so
cial networks become difficult for the 
aging. In turn, the loneliness becomes a 
stressor which affects mental health. 
Lynch identified loneliness traps such 
as interpersonal freedom, illness, and 
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shame.23 The first is a trap because our 
society says that men and women 
should be totally self-sufficient and in
dependent. Thus the elderly try to live 
by themselves and care for themselves 
as long as possible. Parents do not want 
to become a burden to their children, 
but the danger is loneliness. Illness 
sometimes becomes the only legitimate 
way of getting attention from family 
members or from friends. Shame 
becomes a trap when the elderly shun 
other people because they realize they 
are not the person they used to be. 
These traps contribute to the loss of 
self-esteem.

A spin-off from loneliness is depres
sion. The depressed person feels a low 
sense of self-esteem, has a gloomy out
look about the future, has a distorted 
image, and plagues himself with self
blame and indecisiveness. Depression 
in the elderly may result from a feeling 
of worthlessness. "Persons suffering 
from depression show a typically 
regressive pattern of functioning in 
terms of preferring the least demand
ing types of activities, increased pass
ivity, demands for immediate 
gratification, a reduction of will power, 
general avoidance behaviors and mod
erate to severe dependency.”24

One other loss that should be men
tioned is that of being a caretaker for 
one’s parents. More and more in our 
day we hear of elderly people who are 
still taking care of their parents. Brady 
gave the example of a seventy-year-old 
woman caring for her mother who was 
ninety-three. She also mentioned a cou
ple in their sixties with three frail par
ents between them. Brady reminded us, 
"Some people experience financial 
hardship and some experience decline 
in their physical health from the ardu
ous tasks of caring for a disabled parent 
... the most pervasive and most severe 
consequences as being in the realm of 

emotional strains . . . depression . . . 
lowered morale.”25

It would be virtually impossible to 
define any properties of quality of life 
for the aged that do not in some way 
affect their sense of self-worth. 
Schwartz and Peterson said, "With the 
increasing accumulation of multiple 
losses (physical, social, vocational) in 
the middle and later years, the positive 
reflections that form the bias of self- 
esteem become blurred, in some in
stances, quite negative.”26 That is not 
to say that all the elderly have lowered 
self-esteem. While there is a great dan
ger of such, each person reacts in a diff
erent way. Collins summed it up this 
way:

This more popular analysis points 
to a well documented conclusion that 
there are great individual differences 
in the way people adjust to retirement 
and the self-esteem changes it brings. 
Depending somewhat on one’s health, 
financial security, attitudes and de
gree of life success, some people wel
come retirement as a time to sit back, 
relax and enjoy old age. Other people 
are active retirees who fill their lives 
with useful and meaningful activities. 
Then there are those who adjust poor
ly. Some, unable or unwilling to face 
the realities of old age, react with 
anger and blame others for their mis
eries and failure to achieve life goals. 
In contrast, others blame themselves 
and become self-haters.27

The Church Intervening to Improve 
Self-Esteem of the Aging

Since there is a danger that the aging 
may experience lowered self-esteem, 
the church should intervene with some 
strategies to maintain or to increase es
teem levels for the elderly in its midst. 
Some strategies are suggested in con
clusion to this article, but they are only 
a beginning.
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First the church should make sure 
that any faulty theology in its teaching 
or that held by any aging person is cor
rected. McAllister reports that "the 
most prominent causative factor for 
poor self-esteem among Christians is 
reported to be an under emphasis on 
God’s unconditional acceptance in 
favor of an accentuation of the depravi
ty of fallen humans.”28 We need to 
affirm the worth of all ages and get 
across the message that all members of 
the body are of worth, not only to God, 
but to the body of the church. Some 
Christians believe that they have to put 
themselves down constantly to be 
Christian. "Self-negation is not a part 
of humility or holiness or sanctifica
tion. Self-crucifixion and self-surrender 
do not mean the down-grading of 
self.”29 The bases for positive self-es
teem are derived from one’s creation in 
God’s image and opportunity to be re
deemed by His Son. We need to help 
people know that God loves them and 
sees worth in them. Such a view should 
free individuals, young and old alike, 
from the tyranny of fluctuating perfor
mance evaluations and stabilize self-as- 
sessment, since God’s acceptance of His 
children never changes. God sees the 
aging person as having worth, and we 
need to communicate the good news.

A second way to help the self-esteem 
of the aging is to help them feel worth 
by becoming competent again. Find 
ways to help the elderly minister to oth
ers. In several states retired persons 
are forming groups to go about building 
church buildings. Some can build, and 
others can work alongside. Other Chris
tians are finding ways to do mission 
projects as part of their retirement. 
Even people who are homebound can 
become part of prayer chains.

Some elderly people meet at the 
church once a week to produce the 
weekly newsletter for the church. Some 

churches use the aging to work in 
grandparent programs. Silvern in his 
study reported benefits not only for se
nior citizens but for preschoolers in 
such a program. "The positive experi
ences with the grandmother volunteers 
and the senior citizens may have 
helped to eliminate the children’s nega
tive sterotypes about older people’s ap
pearance and behavior.”30 In the long 
run a program like this changes atti
tudes toward aging because many nega
tive attitudes about growing old and 
the elderly are formed during the very 
early years of life.

Stones and Kozma did a study with a 
group of the aging where the mean age 
was seventy-six. They came to the con
clusion that what people do strongly in
fluences how happy they are.31 By 
helping the aging people in our church
es keep busy, we increase the possibil
ity of a higher self-esteem for them. 
Staying busy increases human dignity, 
and self-esteem and human dignity are 
closely related. Schuller said, "Self- 
affirmation and self-esteem inspire sac
rificial service which generates fresh 
self-worth.”32

One thing which influences self-es
teem is one’s intellectual ability. Aging 
brings a slowed learning process, but 
the elderly can still learn. My mother 
earned her high-school equivalency di
ploma when she was sixty-five. Many 
retired people are going back to college 
and earning degrees. A church could 
sponsor adult education courses aimed 
at the sharing of practical skills within 
the context of the caring Christian com
munity and without the negative corre
lates of education based on 
achievement and evaluation stresses. 
The aging person could acquire new 
skills or improve the old ones. Moody 
said, "Creativity and wisdom are 
worthy goals for old age.”33

Socialization is important for one’s 
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self-concept. Anything the church can 
do to bring the aging together in groups 
has real merit. Many churches organ
ize special groups of seniors for all sorts 
of purposes, all the way from traveling 
together to having a particular task to 
perform. While health can be a prob
lem, people who are aging can do more 
things than ever before and therefore 
are more mobile. The seminary where 
I teach is often visited by senior citizen 
groups who may be thousands of miles 
away from home on a church-related 
trip. Having fun and new adventures 
with a church group takes the focus off 
one’s problems and gives meaning to 
life. You will hear members of these 
groups recite the age-old tradition, 
"You are as young as you feel.” People 
with this attitude may be relatively un
affected by retirement or gray hair.

One way the church can help the self- 
esteem of the aging is by listening to 
them. As you age, you lose power in 
many places. You lose power in the 
work force. Your family begins to make 
some decisions you used to make. The 
time comes when you have to turn the 
decision-making process over to the 
younger generation in the church. Loss 
of political power is damaging to the 
self-concept and thus can lead to a low 
self-esteem. Churches still need to con
sult with senior citizens about issues 
presented. Maybe some sort of consul
tation council could be devised to get 
the opinion of the aging process. I have 
often felt that one thing senior adults 
could do would be to guide younger 
Christians in discipleship. In some ses
sions, maybe in the senior adult’s 
home, he could share what he has 
learned about the Christian faith. 
When he has shared all he knows, he 
could turn the younger Christian over 
to someone else who would help him 
continue to grow in the faith. Knowing 
you are still wanted is important for 

self-esteem.
Already the Sunday School has in 

place an important department that 
means a great deal to the homebound 
elderly person. The homebound depart
ment has a vital place in letting the 
elderly know they are not forgotten. 
Love and care given by those who visit 
and share some teaching from God’s 
Word helps the homebound person to 
keep growing.

The church needs to be concerned 
about the self-esteem of the aging. In 
past years we may have been guilty of 
contributing to low self-esteem of the 
elderly because we majored on the fact 
that they were sinners without balanc
ing our message that they are of worth 
because God loves them. The church 
needs healthy members both physically 
and emotionally. All that we can do to 
maintain or to improve the self-esteem 
of our senior citizens will benefit the 
church in the improvement of relation
ships within the body and in ministry 
to all members. Aging does not have to 
lead to low self-esteem if the church 
will care.
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Ethical Concerns 
of the Aging
GUY GREENFIELD

In recent years several movies have 
focused on a variety of concerns of the 
aging in American society. One movie 
builds its plot around three elderly, 
bored widowers who decide to find ex
citement in robbing a bank.

Another movie tells a moving story 
about a college freshman who wants his 
lonely grandfather to live with him so 
much that he takes him to college with 
him to be his roommate. So granddad 
enrolls in college at age sixty-eight as a 
freshman to the surprise of faculty and 
students alike.

And who can forget Henry Fonda’s 
final movie, On Golden Pond, in which 
he starred with the incomparable Ka
thryn Hepburn? The drama of an elder
ly couple struggling with the whole 
range of family interactions as well as 
a search for some meaning in life and 
death was indeed moving and powerful.

Almost every month some movie 
comes along to focus on the plights and 
dilemmas of the elderly. Ethical con
cerns are usually wrapped up some
where in the story with which most 
every senior citizen can easily identify.

Ethical concerns have to do with 
some sense of oughtness, with matters 
of right and wrong, and with value 
judgments based on some kind of stan
dard or criteria for decision making. 
Christian ethics is a study of how the 
Christian faith impacts those concerns 
in daily life which everyone must con
front eventually, including the con
cerns of the elderly.

The following discussion focuses on 

several of the obvious ethical concerns 
of the aging in American society as the 
writer understands them from a Chris
tian perspective. The writer is "late 
middle-aged” (fifty-five years old), mov
ing rapidly toward the senior citizen 
age group.

Marriage
Obviously, most senior citizens are or 
have been married. Marriage has been 
a major aspect of life for them. If they 
reach the retirement years with mar
riage untouched by death, they are 
much better off. Social science studies 
have revealed that married people are 
happier and live longer than do those 
who are single, widowed, or divorced. 
Marriage for the elderly is a source of 
strength and comfort that can make 
their remaining years enjoyable and 
meaningful. Seniors are saying that 
companionship and the ability to ex
press their true feelings are among the 
most rewarding aspects of the present 
phase of their marriage. This time is 
often seen as the happiest period of 
their lives together. The morale of sen
iors is positively related to happiness in 
marriage and to the feeling that mar
riage is growing better as time goes on.

However, a large percentage of sen
iors, aged sixty and above, are living 
alone, having lost their spouse in death. 
The average life expectancy of a white 
male in 1981 was 71.1 years, while that 
of the average white female was 78.5 
years. (Slightly less for blacks.) Women 
are simply made better to last longer.
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This means that today among Ameri
cans aged sixty-five and over, there are 
only seventy-two males for every one 
hundred females. Moreover, the sur
plus of females is growing larger as we 
move closer to the year 2000. Conse
quently, elderly males are in great de
mand as companions and spouses, if 
they can only survive. In the not too 
distant future there will be one elderly 
male for every two elderly females.1

As a pastor in southeast Florida in 
the early seventies, I recall some elder
ly people jokingly discussing the feasi
bility of polygamy for the sixty-five and 
above group! Underneath their humor 
I often wondered if there was not some 
subtle wish that this could be legally 
done. There were a lot of lonely women 
who felt this way. Few widows want to 
spend their last years in an empty 
house, apartment, or condominium. I 
suspect that this ethical question will 
come up more and more in the future.

It will be imperative for churches to 
design ministries that will speak mean
ingfully and ethically to this dispropor
tionate arrangement in the elderly 
population: group homes, family clus
ters, foster care of the aged, ongoing 
social activities for both sexes among 
the elderly are but a few of the possibili
ties.

The fact remains that many elderly 
women will never be able to remarry 
simply because there are not enough 
available men to marry. Some of these 
women are indeed vulnerable to cer
tain temptations. Paul’s words to Timo
thy regarding the church’s and the 
family’s responsibility to care for the 
widows are still appropriate for today 
(read 1 Tim. 5:3-16).

Housing
A major developmental task of the 
aging couple or person is to make satis
fying living arrangements as aging pro

gresses. Most aging persons usually 
want to live independently as long as 
possible, in a place where they have 
privacy; safety; a sense of mastery over 
their environment; mental stimula
tion; convenience; quiet and congenial 
neighbors; and at a reasonable price.

In early retirement several options 
may be available regarding housing. 
Some may remain in their own home. 
Others move into an apartment or mo
bile home as a growing number are do
ing. Just look at the freeways in the 
sunbelt states. Others establish them
selves in a retirement community close 
to lifelong friends and relatives, while 
others choose to settle in a warmer cli
mate. As their health fails, some aging 
persons may have to consider nursing 
homes, extended care facilities, or liv
ing with grown children.

Not too long ago, aging parents sim
ply took it for granted that they would 
live out their lives with their families, 
where they would help with the 
household, care for growing children, 
and work on the farm or in the family 
business. Some farms in the midwest 
often had a small house built for aging 
parents close to the larger farmhouse. 
Today this option is generally not 
desired by either generation, as both 
tend to value their privacy and inde
pendence as long as possible.

Group homes are being used more 
and more today as outlined by the 
White House Conference on Aging in 
1981. These take the place of living 
with one’s family. These congregate 
homes, housing eight to ten older peo
ple who share expenses and the 
housework, are a possible answer for 
the elderly who want to be independent 
yet need help with daily chores and the 
expenses of living. Functioning like a 
family, the residents provide sociality 
and security as some inevitably become 
ill or temporarily handicapped.

46 Search



Retirement centers are attracting a 
large number of the more affluent eld
erly. These retirement communities 
offer privacy in one’s own apartment 
within the security of an establishment 
that provides full maintenance of build
ing and grounds, available meal service 
if desired, health care, recreation, wor
ship, and comfortable living within 
pleasant surroundings with congenial 
friends and neighbors. Each unit has its 
own kitchen facility for preparing one’s 
own meals. Round-the-clock medical 
facilities are usually available with 
nurses on duty. Financial arrange
ments are usually reasonable for most 
middle-class persons. The social life of 
the community helps to alleviate the 
feelings of loneliness of living in one’s 
original home community where one’s 
lifetime peers may have died or moved 
away.2

Nursing home care calls for institu
tionalization of the person who is no 
longer able to live independently. Here 
the patient may have to forego much of 
his or her former freedom, privacy, and 
personal dignity. The person’s physical 
condition is such that normal options in 
a regular house or apartment are ruled 
out. The usual doors into bathrooms 
are not large enough for a wheelchair, 
while the bath fixtures cannot accom
modate the needs of the incapacitated 
person. Round-the-clock nursing may 
be imperative, but greatly increases the 
cost of such care.

Some health situations of the elderly 
are so critical that family members 
must make some hard choices between 
what is wanted and what is needed. An 
excellent discussion of this problem 
may be found in Doug Manning’s re
cent book, The Nursing Home Dilem
ma.3 When the elderly struggle with 
the question, "Where shall I live?” 
their concern can be as much ethical as 
mere economics.

Medical Care
A normal part of growing old is the de
cline of physical vitality and health. 
The body simply begins to wear out, 
whether it has to do with eyes, ears, 
teeth, or some vital organ. Moving 
about physically is not as easy as it used 
to be. Illnesses and accidents are more 
expensive and critical. Ailments are 
more likely to be chronic in old age. 
Since women usually live longer than 
men, the wife more than likely nurses 
her husband through the illnesses of 
his later years. What may seem tempo
rary at first often becomes long-stand
ing and tedious, requiring assistance 
from others. This long-term care of her 
spouse may require her to take respon
sibilities of the household which she 
has not done in the past, particularly 
those related to family finances. Lack of 
previous preparation for these duties 
may leave her stressed and frustrated 
beyond her limits.

In these days of high technology in 
medicine, the expenses of medical care 
for the aged can be astronomical. Even 
with Medicare and other related medi
cal insurance programs, long-term 
medical expenses can in several weeks 
reach beyond the ability of most people 
to pay. Federal outlays in Medicare 
spending are mind-boggling. In billions 
of dollars, we have seen spending go 
from 7.5 in 1970 to 16.3 in 1975 to 36.8 
in 1980 to 80.2 in 1985.1990 projections 
are approximately 150 billion.4 How 
are American families going to afford 
the high medical bills that Medicare 
and personal insurance programs will 
not cover? What obligation do family 
members have to pay the extra medical 
bills of their elderly members? These 
questions are not easy, and there are no 
simple solutions. Insurance is a must. 
The federal and state governments 
must help. Preparation for the future is 
an essential. Prevention, health and 
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nutrition education, as well as local 
support systems must be a part of the 
church’s agenda for ministry to the eld
erly regarding their health needs. For 
example, how many churches have a 
regular exercise and nutrition educa
tion program for the elderly?

Relatives
Another ethical concern of the aging 
relates to their relatives, especially 
their children who now are grown and 
have immediate family responsibilities 
of their own. The aged do not want to 
become a burden to their children or 
other relatives. Many Americans are 
fiercely independent. However, some 
elderly persons have no choice but to 
depend on loved ones to help out, espe
cially in a medical crisis.

Paul had an especially pointed word 
on this: "If any one does not provide for 
his relatives, and especially for his own 
family, he has disowned the faith and is 
worse than an unbeliever” (1 Tim. 5:8).5 
This passage is found in the context of 
assisting widows. Therefore, Christian 
responsibility includes meeting the 
needs of our elderly relatives. It will be 
immensely helpful for family members 
to discuss this matter in advance of the 
actual need. Every family needs a 
"game plan” for such eventualities. 
The elderly need not be burdened to 
ask for help when an emergency 
strikes. Plan ahead.

Retirement
In a society where the Protestant work 
ethic still prevails, Americans often are 
fearful of retirement because work was 
the main activity in life that gave them 
purpose and meaning. One’s sense of 
worth depended on a productive job. If 
one wasn’t working, he or she was of no 
value. Therefore, retirement is often in
terpreted as being put "on a shelf’ or 
"out to pasture.” Consequently, most of 

us could cite several examples of per
sons, especially men, who died within a 
year after retirement. They had lost 
their main reason for living. The will to 
live was gone, and such loss took its 
physical toll.

Retirement does not have to be "the 
end.” It can and should be the begin
ning of a new and exciting chapter in 
one’s life. However, retirement calls for 
specific adjustments and plans. A vari
ety of questions face the new retiree: 
Should he stay within the familiar cir
cle of friends or move elsewhere? retain 
some involvement in the old job or 
move on to something new? live in the 
same house or move to an apartment or 
retirement community? or consider a 
better climate for one’s health? Should 
he consider better medical resources 
elsewhere? explore better cultural and 
recreational resources? What financial 
changes need to be made for present 
and future needs? What new leisure ac
tivities should be sought? How do other 
family members fit into future plans? 
Where should he locate so that family 
ties may be maintained, neither too far 
nor too close?6 These questions need to 
be faced long before one’s retirement 
date. Adequate answers take time and 
thought.

Limited Income
In the United States, the elderly are 
more likely to have to live on a more 
limited income than other age groups. 
In 1984, the median income of the aged 
(individuals) was $10,450 for males and 
$6,020 for females. Families headed by 
someone aged sixty-five or over had a 
median income in 1984 of $18,215 ($18,- 
775 for whites and $11,983 for blacks). 
Almost 20 percent of the families with 
an elderly head had incomes less than 
$10,000; 34 percent had incomes of 
$25,000 or more.7

Elderly people living alone or with 
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nonrelatives were likely to be poor in 
1984 with almost half reporting $7000 
or less income. Obviously the major 
source of income for the aged in 1983 
was Social Security (37%). Approxi
mately 3.3 million aged persons were 
below the poverty level in 1984 (using 
the official 1984 definition of $6282 for 
an older-couple household or $4979 for 
an older person living alone). Another 
2.4 million aged were counted as "near
poor.” Altogether, about 21 percent of 
the older population in the United 
States were poor or near-poor in 1984.®

Southern Baptists are certainly not 
limited to the South today, but as a 
denomination their strength in num
bers is to be found there. Consequently, 
it is important for Southern Baptists in 
particular to notice that the nine states 
with the highest poverty rates for the 
elderly in 1979 were all in the southern 
region of the nation: Mississippi (34%); 
Alabama, Arkansas, and Louisiana 
(28% each); Georgia (26%); South 
Carolina and Tennessee (25% each); 
North Carolina (24%); and Kentucky 
(23%).9

How will this large number of elderly 
people face life on a day-to-day basis 
living on a limited and often fixed in
come with little or no prospect of keep
ing up with inflation? With great 
difficulty, pain, and frustration. Pover
ty is always an ethical concern. Conse
quently, many people approaching 
retirement years are choosing to con
tinue working as long as their health 
and strength prevail. *

Other possibilities for adjusting to 
retirement income include careful 
planning ahead by voluntarily assum
ing a reduced standard of living, mak
ing wise investments of available 
funds, deferring taxes in an individual 
retirement account (IRA), considering 
the Keogh plan sheltering money for 
the self-employed, and/or participating 

in a pension plan with its interest tax 
deferred.

The use of both Medicare (a federally 
sponsored hospital and medical insur
ance program for people sixty-five and 
older) and Medicaid (an assistance pro
gram jointly financed by federal, state, 
and local taxes, which pays medical 
bills for eligible needy and low-income 
persons) should be considered. Medi
care pays only about 44 percent of the 
costs of the insured.10 Medicaid differs 
from state to state. Supplemental medi
cal insurance programs will be impor
tant for many elderly, especially those 
with chronic health problems.

Careful planning as early as possible 
is the key to heading off problems of 
limited income during retirement 
years. Churches can do much to edu
cate their adults for retirement income 
needs through seminars and confer
ences led by trained and experienced 
persons in financial planning.

In addition, churches need to take 
seriously Paul’s injunctions regarding 
the needy elderly (see 1 Tim. 5:9-16). If 
the particular details of Paul’s instruc
tions do not fit a contemporary situa
tion, at least the spirit of his concern 
and the principles of provision are ap
plicable to any church situation regard
ing its elderly. Surely one 
responsibility of a church’s deacons 
would be to see that the financial needs 
of their elderly members are cared for 
within reason.

Special Problems
Some other ethical concerns of the 
aging might be classified as special 
problems. Four stand out: sex, alcohol, 
suicide, and religion and death. These 
could all be considered within the cate
gory of mental health concerns. How
ever, they also have obvious ethical 
dimensions.

Sex is often a serious concern among 
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the elderly although they may never 
talk about it. Many eldery people today 
grew up during a time when any discus
sion of sex was considered taboo. How
ever, recent studies have shown that 
most elderly persons are keenly inter
ested in the subject of sex and want to 
learn more about the norms of sexual 
behavior of the elderly.

One study revealed that the median 
age for stopping sexual intercourse was 
sixty-eight for men and sixty for 
women.11 Women tend to be more de
pendent on men for continuing sexual 
activity than men on women. But since 
the median point indicates that half 
the respondents fall above those ages, 
this means that a considerable number 
of the elderly continue their sex life 
into their seventies and eighties. How
ever, these figures still suggest that a 
sizable number of people have prob
lems with sex in their later adult life.

Short of physical and medical prob
lems, there is no reason elderly adults 
cannot or should not continue a 
healthy sex life. Yet for various cultur
al and emotional reasons, many do not 
do so. Especially frustrating for elderly 
couples is when one spouse feels nega
tive and the other positive about hav
ing relations in the senior years. 
Church retreats for senior members 
should put this subject on their agenda 
for discussion since many of the elderly 
are seeking help with this delicate sub
ject.

A serious problem for many elderly 
regarding sex has to do with the widow 
or widower who lives alone and has lit
tle if any prospect for remarriage. The 
desire is there, but the socially and reli
giously approved opportunity appears 
absent. Of course, this is a problem 
with many singles, especially the for
merly married, regardless of age. Is 
there any acceptable Christian solution 
apart from sublimation, self-control, 

and spiritually disciplining oneself? 
Not according to the Bible. However, 
the search for affection can find ap
proved outlets other than sexual.

Alcohol is another special problem of 
the aged in American society. Although 
drinking tends to decline with age, 
about 60 percent of those above age 
sixty drink alcoholic beverages and 
about 10 percent of the elderly have 
serious drinking problems (compared 
with 5% of the general population).12 
Many elderly are found to be prescrip
tion addicts as they move from doctor 
to doctor. Physical disabilities, loneli
ness, depression, or boredom often 
drive the aged to alcohol and drug 
abuse. Churches can do much to help 
such people deal constructively with 
the physical, psychological, social, and 
economic pressures that push the elder
ly to such abuse.

Suicide is another serious problem 
among the aged. Suicide rates tend to 
increase dramatically during the se
nior years, especially among elderly 
white males, very likely because of the 
loss of status, the concern to protect 
their widows’ financial security, and 
the desire to escape physical depend
ence and suffering. Others attribute the 
high rate of suicide among the elderly 
to their isolation, loss of close relatives 
and friends, poor physical health, 
shrinking financial resources, and a 
general lack of involvement in the life 
around them.13

The suicide pact of a well-known, 
retired, seminary president and his 
wife in New York several years ago 
brought the reality of this problem 
home even to Christian people as this 
aging couple struggling with serious 
debilitating physical problems chose to 
terminate life themselves rather than, 
as they put it, be a painful and expen
sive burden to themselves or others in 
what they considered meaningless suff

50 Search



ering.
Churches can help the elderly deal 

constructively with loneliness by pro
viding group activities and a small- 
group support system to make up for 
other losses. Deceased friends and rela
tives need to be replaced. Moreover, the 
elderly need fresh infusions of the spiri
tual purposes of life from time to time.

Religion and death is another special 
problem of the aging. Studies have 
shown that the elderly do not become 
preoccupied with religion or religious 
activities. Actually there is a general 
shift from more church involvement in 
childhood to less in old age.14 However, 
positive, religious attitudes remain de
spite a decline in church activities. 
Religious faith generally promotes a 
feeling of usefulness, happiness, and 
personal adjustment for the aging. The 
elderly desire dignity and worth as per
sons, and religion encourages such. The 
problem is that too many churches tend 
to overlook elderly members while pro
moting youth activities and programs 
for couples with children.

Consequently, the aged are subtly or 
indirectly told that they are useless. 
Death seems their only alternative to 
an active life even in the church. More
over, as friends their age begin to die, 
the elderly become preoccupied with 
the prospects of their own demise. 
Depression is a common result.

Churches should be society’s experts 
in coping with death. The gospel of 
Jesus Christ speaks directly to the fears 
and uncertainties regarding the end of 
life. However, the message of the 
church ought to be channeled into ac
tivities, programs, and ministries for 
the elderly, infusing them with hope 
and encouragement. The best prepara
tion for death is an active life of service 
in the name of Christ. Who is better 
prepared to offer this than the church? 
What better example is there of the 

close relationship of theology with eth
ics than the concern of the aged with 
death and its possible solutions? God 
has a redemptive word for every age 
group but especially for the elderly. 
The psalmist’s declaration, "Precious 
in the sight of the Lord is the death of 
his saints” (Ps. 116:15), is especially ap
plicable to the aging Christian.

Contemporary ethical concerns of the 
aging include issues regarding mar
riage, housing, medical care, relatives, 
retirement, limited financial resources, 
as well as problems of sexuality, al
cohol, suicide, and death. What better 
institution in society is better equipped 
to speak to these issues from an ethical 
perspective and assist the aging to deal 
constructively with them than the 
church.15 These specific needs of the 
aging provide a clear agenda for the 
church’s message and ministry. As the 
church moves toward the twenty-first 
century with a burgeoning population 
of the aged in every segment of society, 
it is imperative for the church to aim at 
relevance with regard to our senior citi
zens rather than "business as usual.”
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Intergenerational 
Relationships
CARROLL B. FREEMAN

In the last four decades a numerical 
balance of three generations has 
become more of a reality. Birth control 
and mortality rates have been the pri
mary demographic factors in this devel
opment. In July 1984, the population of 
older Americans became equal numeri
cally to the teenage population of our 
country. The "baby boom” of the 
decade after World War II continues to 
add its numbers to the aging popula
tion and will do so until 2030. At that 
time, if birth control continues, the 
older American population may be 
three or four times the size of the teen
age population and number fifty mil
lion. The current balancing of the older 
and younger generations alerts us to all 
sorts of implications for families, 
churches, businesses, and society at 
large.

The most significant implication of 
intergenerational relationships is the 
powerful influence that the genera
tions exert upon one another. A new 
day has dawned in the recognition of 
redundant patterns of intergeneration
al relationships in families, churches, 
religious organizations (Southern Bap
tist Convention), and the nations of the 
world. No one doubts that in marriage 
we marry our in-laws. But, there is 
more! We marry the grandparents, si
blings, uncles and aunts, and other 
family members. An individual in the 
church and in the family can only be 
understood as he is seen within the re
lationships of the generations.

The realities and consequences of 

three generations in our families and 
churches is extremely important. It is 
impossible to grasp these relationships 
and to encourage growth unless we 
become sensitive to a larger window 
through which we may observe them. 
That larger window is an approach re
quiring that we look not only to the 
individual but beyond him to his envi
ronment of souls, the generations. This 
environment includes the interrelated, 
developmental crises of the genera
tions. A daughter may not feel that she 
can marry or move out into career en
terprises because of her parents’ prob
lems. The struggles of grandparents in 
retirement and an adolescent’s surge 
for adulthood in the same household 
may be strangely parallel or com
pounded with difficulties as they occur 
simultaneously. These three genera
tional, family life-cycle stages are 
recapitulated in church families in 
countless ways. Excessive compliance 
or rebellion toward traditions are de
structive, intergenerational reactions. 
These may be so severe as to be labeled 
disorders.

Thus, intergenerational relation
ships circumscribe much of our lives. 
The development of individuals and 
families and resultant disturbances are 
best understood within the genera
tions. The new perspective which en
compasses several generations has 
many implications for ministry.
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Intergenerational Relationship— 
Which Ones?

Intergenerational relationships in cur
rent studies usually refer to three gen
erations that are living and vitally 
related. In the majority of instances, 
the three generations of a family live 
within one hundred miles of one anoth
er. Although our present society is 
termed "three generational,” demogra
phers indicate that we are rapidly ap
proaching a "four generation” society. 
The presence of older senior adults tak
ing care of their own aging parents 
gives validity to this forecast.

One can readily see the implications 
from a growing incidence of four-gener
ational families. The regular grandpar
ent functions with grandchildren may 
be sharply curtailed. Middle-aged par
ents can be burdened with financial 
and functional connectedness with two 
older generations. Interest and concern 
shift toward the maturing end of the 
life cycle rather than to its beginning 
where supervision of children and 
adolescents is needed so desperately. 
The dependency ratio will undoubtedly 
tax the financial structures of our soci
ety at large as well as those within the 
families. The adequacy of health-care 
institutions, the facilities and organiza
tional structures of churches, and the 
shifting roles within the families are 
but a few of the changes which are an
ticipated within a four-generational so
ciety.

At present, we have not fully com
prehended or managed three genera
tions. The first generation, from a 
family frame of reference, is termed, 
"extended.” This is generally consid
ered the grandparent generation. To 
label this generation the "extended” 
family is to give the second generation, 
the nuclear or regular family, the cen
tral place among the generations. It is 
as though we are standing in the mid

dle of the second generation of parents 
and seeing the extended family above 
and the third generation, the children/ 
grandchildren below. This brief 
delineation of the very common three- 
generational family implies no hierar
chy but is a simple clarification of our 
present three-generational society.

A Systems Perspective
Clarifies “Inter” Generational

The age of medical specialization has 
brought with it marvelous cures as well 
as substantial medical bills. Often one 
specialist is not enough. A larger and 
more comprehensive diagnosis is 
needed, and thus other specialists are 
brought in.

The importance of looking at minute 
areas of our physiology is extremely im
portant, but more than likely the last
ing cure will have to do with changes in 
life-style and relationship patterns. We 
have found that stress, the food we eat, 
and our personalities (heredity and 
character) are larger areas of life that 
are essential in understanding our 
health problems. Thus, a holistic or 
larger view of all of the interrelated 
systems is essential to diagnosis and 
treatment.

Cybernetics and systems as demon
strated in heat-seeking missiles, space 
travel, and countless other scientific ad
vances have now been applied psycho
logically and spiritually to social and 
family concerns. A growing under
standing of the relationships of all of 
life has now been focused on the pat
terns of relationships between grand
parents, their children, and their 
grandchildren. This focus is not just on 
casual and random elements of rela
tionships but on potent patterns of rela
tionships (redundant, recurring 
patterns which often destructively 
shape our lives). Also, it is focused on 
constructive, flexible patterns that pro
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mote health.
To apply this powerful new way of 

understanding what is happening in 
three-generation families and in three- 
generation church families, we would 
need to consider the following:

Grandparents, parents, and children, 
or first generations, second generations, 
and third generations, are extremely in
fluential in their interrelationships.

Some powerful ways of relating are 
patterned.—Often the patterns of nega
tive or positive reactions can be predict
ed. The negative reactions are often 
responses to other negative reactions, 
and it is fruitless to say who started the 
reactions. The patterns are circular. 
These circular patterns are present in 
our families, churches, and the South
ern Baptist Convention.

Each individual is responsible for his 
reactions but so are other family mem
bers.—The destructive reactions may 
become patterned as if they were 
poured in concrete.

Many of the rules and patterns of re
lationships are unconscious, but our re
lationships are defined by them.—Much 
of our lives is governed by these inter- 
generational patterns of relationships.

These intergenerational patterns of 
relationship often reinforce a problem 
in one individual.—The grandfather 
has just had a severe stroke. Within the 
family system he has always been inde
pendent and a leader. The pain and 
physical limitations are almost too 
much to bear, and he resists efforts to 
get him up and moving. Some of his 
children speak harshly to him. He re
sists that much more. His wife com
plains and nags, and all the while he 
becomes more inexorable. The more he 
resists the more they push and vice ver
sa. The grandchildren become au
tomatically involved because the 
emotions and behaviors are fairly obvi
ous. Thus, three generations are in

volved in vicious circular patterns of 
interaction, and all the while a strong 
patriarch is sinking into helplessness. 
Also, family members are developing 
ineffectual and destructive patterns of 
relating. Who is to blame?

We need to comprehend our family 
and church, three-generational systems 
in order to minister and change.

The "inter” generational emphases 
are attempts to demonstrate how the 
generations mesh and permeate each 
other.

A brief look at intergenerational re
lationships, at least three generations, 
may be useful in overcoming the decep
tions of hyperindividualism. Hyperin
dividualism promotes the belief that 
whatever happens to an individual, 
good or bad, should be credited to that 
individual and to no one else. Pride and 
grandiosity may be by-products of this 
constricted view of the all-powerful in
dividual. Also, guilt—which is false and 
sick when an individual bears the cor
porate guilt of families, churches, and 
the work force—may burden an in
dividual until he is defeated. The mod
ern meaning of scapegoat is the 
projection of guilt, deficits, or glories 
upon an individual when the problems 
or responsibilities belong to the projec
tors as well as to the scapegoat.

At root, hyperindividualism is radi
cal humanism. It is the belief that a 
solitary individual has arrived, good or 
bad, to the place where he is on his own 
merits or failures. From the spiritual 
giantism that is so popular in some of 
our churches to the self-help, self
achievement, self-psychology of the 
world, we see this undue emphasis 
placed on individuals. Possibly we have 
become as gods and fulfilled the prophe
sy of the evil one. Modern America is 
floundering under individuals who 
place themselves above marriage and 
the family, church relationships, na

54 Search



tional loyalties, and ecumenicity. In
dividualism such as this denies its part 
in the failure of marriage, family, 
church, or nation. On one hand it recog
nizes the powers of the context that has 
shaped its life, but on the other hand it 
stands above the relationships as if it 
had nothing to do with the problem. In 
effect, hyperindividualism believes an 
individual is more important than any 
relationship.

A proper, balanced perspective on in- 
tergenerational relationships reveals 
that hyperindividualism is the destruc
tive consequence of such relationships 
and is a phenomenon that denies its 
parentage. Families who have glorified 
independence and fostered it with 
excessive disengagement may have en
couraged an individualistic indepen
dence. This destructive independence is 
an individual doing his thing regard
less and heedless of what others say. 
For many old and modern thinkers, au
tonomy or independence has never 
been achieved by an individual alone; it 
has emerged and flourished only in re
lationships. Thus, "related individual
ity” has become one of the most 
meaningful concepts in recent years. 
Individuality cannot be achieved and 
maintained except in relationships. 
The concept related individuality is a 
significant possibility when viewed in 
the relationships of the generations.

In summary, the law of gravity, the 
tides, the climate, our emotional cli
mate, our reactions, our compliances, 
our theologies, and so much of what we 
do are all outgrowths of this great, in
terrelated universe created by our God. 
A great sin is the delusion that we 
stand alone and are unaffected by our 
context and not responsible for our part 
within the generations. The greatest 
sin is to be in bondage within destruc
tive intergenerational relationships 
and never find the freedom in Christ.

The greatest ignorance is to be in this 
bondage and never know it.

The Bible and Intergenerational Relationships 
In Jeremiah 31:29 we read, "In those 
days they shall say no more, The fa
thers have eaten a sour grape, and the 
children’s teeth are set on edge.” This 
oft-quoted Scripture lies at the heart of 
the new covenant promised by God to 
Israel and Judah. The corporate sin of 
families, nations, and other groups 
would no longer swallow up individual 
responsibility. The individual would 
not be allowed to escape because of 
group iniquity, nor would he alone be 
condemned by the guilt of others.

According to which emphasis is 
made, the law could be interpreted ei
ther way. God stated in the Ten Com
mandments that He would visit "the 
iniquity of the fathers upon the chil
dren unto the third and fourth genera
tion” (Ex. 20:5; Deut. 5:9); but in 
Deuteronomy 24:16, family members 
were not to be held responsible for one 
another’s guilt.

Jeremiah settled this question; also 
the revelation of God as revealed in 
modern systems theory settles this 
problem of guilt. Every individual has 
his own unique and powerful impact on 
the generations, but to imagine that 
the sin of parents and grandparents 
have not affected their children and 
vice versa would be preposterous. The 
problem of guilt is not only corporate 
but also individual, and the influence of 
one generation on another is obvious.

The freedom Christ intends is a re
lease from the bondage perpetuated 
through the generations. This is why 
He said, "If anyone comes to Me, and 
does not hate his own father and moth
er and wife and children and brothers 
and sisters, yes, and even his own life, 
he cannot be My disciple” (Luke 
14:26).1 We need to despise the con
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stricting emotional fields or loyalties 
that would hinder our becoming what 
Christ wants us to be.

The new covenant emphasis on the 
individual and the generations is so im
portant that the writer of Hebrews 
penned in Hebrews 8:8-12 the longest 
New Testament quote from the Old 
Testament.

This emphasis on intergenerational 
family relationships is not to blame our 
failures on past generations but to call 
on the first generation (senior adults), 
second, and third generations to share 
our beautiful heritage in a bidirection
al fashion. Also, each generation needs 
to extricate itself from ideas, behaviors, 
and emotions that bind it in destructive 
habits, reactions, and moods. The issue 
is not who is at fault but how can we be 
related individuals who are responsible 
under God and who can make decisions 
for ourselves as opposed to deciding to 
let others decide for us.

Individual and Family Development 
as an Intergenerational Process

Through the years the belief has per
sisted that individual development is 
largely from within the person. Yet the 
environment has never been totally 
discounted. Majestic trees and other 
durable, physical objects in our world 
have kept alive the truth of individual
ity. Yet observations are rarely of such 
duration or intensity as to see the com
plete dependence of a stately pine upon 
soil, water, weather, shelter, and free
dom from insects.

A growing understanding of the de
velopment of life has revealed a great 
interdependence, especially in the soul 
development of mankind. The humility 
and finiteness which are products of 
this recognition of interdependence 
may cause us to reevaluate our family 
relationships and especially our rela
tionship with our Lord.

Elizabeth A. Carter and Monica 
McGoldrick, two specialists in family 
life, have asked some compelling ques
tions about individual development 
within a three-generational family pro
cess. They ask:

But what of family development? Is 
it simply the concurrent development 
at different phases of several children 
and adults who happen to be related? 
Or is the family itself a basic unit of 
development? Is the whole family in
volved in each member’s development 
merely in the sense that each influ
ences and reacts to the other’s in
dividual phase of life, or can the 
family itself be said to go through a 
life cycle that is the major context and 
determinant of the development of in
dividual family members.2
When Carter and McGoldrick refer 

to the family, they are speaking about 
three generations. These three genera
tions are seen in the following stages of 
the family life cycle:

Between families: the unattached 
young adult

The joining of families through 
marriage: the newly married couple

The family with young children
The family with adolescents 
Launching children and moving on 
The family in later life.3

The family with senior adults must 
make several crucial changes if it is to 
continue to develop. The changes are to 
be made by the family as a whole, 
which includes senior adults. These 
change-tasks are:

Maintaining own and/or couple 
functioning and interests in face of 
physiological decline; exploration of 
new familial and social role options.

Support for a more central role for 
middle generation.

Making room in the system for the 
wisdom and experience of the elderly; 
supporting the older generation with-
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out overfunctioning for them.
Dealing with loss of spouse, si

blings, and other peers and prepara
tions for own death. Life review and 
integration.4
Any failure or success has repercus

sions within the three-generation fam
ily. A grown son who was never 
successfully launched and remains at 
home usually creates difficulties in the 
last stage. These difficulties may have 
to do with the estate, jealousies, the 
failure of grandparenting, and so on.

One author has suggested that most 
of the recurring behaviors of a three- 
generation family correspond to the 
combined and interacting, primary 
needs of its members at that moment.5 
Thus, the development of individuals 
and individual families is seen within 
the larger context of a three-generation 
family as it moves through stages.

Intergenerational Disturbances 
and Implications for Ministry

Several years ago I asked the question, 
"What has become of fainting?” This 
question implied that fainting has de
parted us and now is remembered as a 
fairly common happening in past gen
erations. Also, several of the conversion 
hysterias, which paralyzed arms, legs, 
etc., are rarely with us. The most rea
sonable explanation for this is that 
these disturbances had to do with cul
ture and the generations. It is as if they 
were mandated by past generations 
that constructed the cultures which 
were maintained by the contemporary 
generations.

The most destructive disorder of 
which I am aware is the loss of self. This 
self may symbolize an individual, fam
ily (three generations), or a church. 
Christ came to set persons free; but, 
like the Pharisees, they may remain in 
bondage to and with prior generations. 
They do not live; only the husks of prior 

generations live.
When a family, church, or individual 

has cooperated so as to allow persons 
the freedom to grow as God has intend
ed, this is the greatest health. But when 
families, churches, and individuals 
have controlled and allowed them
selves to be controlled within their in
tergenerational relationships, we have 
the greatest sickness. This is the sick
ness of fear, anxiety, despair, compli
ance, or destructive rebellion. When 
the freedom to become differentiated is 
not available in families or churches, 
either we have a coerced obedience, de
structive rebellion, or a combination of 
both.

The freedom and courage necessary 
for decision are primarily within an in
dividual because they have been nur
tured and encouraged by prior 
generations and because they have 
been exercised by the individual. Often 
the vocations of a younger generation 
have been decided by the family of ori
gin and grandparents. These vocations 
are delegations with great intensity 
which may be construed to be the call 
of God. Deciding to have children, com
pulsively pleasing people; choosing a 
vocation; rebelling or complying in re
gard to particular issues; being abusive, 
permissive, or rigid in child rearing; 
and making and honoring commit
ments are only a few of the myriad 
ways in which we may have allowed the 
judgment of other generations to re
place our own. How can one be confi
dent, commit himself to God, or decide 
on a vocation when he has allowed his 
parents or grandparents to speak for 
him?

Grief, a universal occurrence, may 
quickly become morbid and result in 
depression, bitterness, suicide, and 
many social and physical problems. 
Grief is more than an individual’s re
sponse to bereavement and loss; it in
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volves at least a three-generational re
sponse. Ministers and family members 
may observe, understand, maintain, or 
attempt to change the rules of grief 
which have been determined and per
petuated by several generations.

The passive-aggressive—stubborn— 
behaviors of church members are usu
ally the generations speaking. Passivi
ty at home is expressed either as 
passivity or reactive aggression at the 
church. What is seen in the homes and 
churches persists in the business world. 
This passive style may have been 
passed on and received for several gen
erations.

Most of our preaching and teaching 
has been about out-broken sin. This 
achieves a substantial following be
cause most of us agree. But when our 
preaching and teaching is about family 
biases, emotional and irrational behav
iors within the families, manipulative 

and destructive intergenerational rela
tionships, we may be crucified!

In summary, all disorders, whether 
minor or severe, are out of the order of 
God. Many of them flow out of the ina
bility of a person to decide for himself 
about God. If we only react or comply 
and do not respond as related individu
als within the generations, then our 
lives will be characterized by disturb
ances. The severity of these disturb
ances will be determined by how much 
freedom or bondage we have in our 
families.

’From the New American Standard Bible. Copyright © The 
Lockman Foundation, 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 
1975, 1977. Used by permission.

2Elizabeth A. Carter and Monica McGoldrick, eds., The Family 
Life Cycle: a Framework for Family Therapy (New York: Gard
ner Press, 1980), p. 4.

3Ibid., p. 17.
4 Ibid.
’Kenneth G. Terkelsen, "Toward a Theory of the Family Life 

Cycle,” ed. Elizabeth A. Carter and Monica McGoldrick, The 
Family Life Cycle, p. 29.
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Ministry with the Aging
JAMES R. SAMPLEY

The imperative for ministry with the 
aging is immediate. Phenomenal 
growth is taking place in the senior 
adult community. What may seem a de
manding ministry to a large segment of 
society today will doubtless prove to be 
one of the most valuable assets of the 
church in terms of lay ministers. The 
senior adult has the time, the experi
ence, the wisdom; and many have the 
financial resources to do the ministries 
that other age groups only dream of do
ing. If the church can utilize the re
sourceful senior adult, the church will 
expand the horizons of its ministry.

To fail to minister to the senior adult 
is a twofold disaster. The initial failure 
will be realized in lost opportunity to 
share the gospel with the aging commu
nity and to lead them into a spiritual 
life. The second will be realized in the 
loss of effective ministers for the king
dom. The church must see the need to 
minister to senior adults and the need 
to minister with senior adults.

One of the greatest problems in min
istry is a lack of unity. Ministers and 
churches spend too much time dealing 
with fragmented factions. Rather than 
creating an all-inclusive, intentional 
ministry, one moves from one separate 
and independent group in the church to 
another. Often too little concern with 
the ministry to the whole of the church 
is shown by the whole of the church. 
According to E. Mansell Pattison, a 
new identity in ministry is needed.1 
The new identity should be one that 
has regard for the whole of the person 
and the church.

With this in mind this writer seeks to 

plan and develop a ministry that will 
relate to the senior adult. This ministry 
will be concerned with meeting the 
emotional, the physical, and the spiri
tual needs of the senior adult. A second 
concern will be to lead these people to 
see the need for their ministry to the 
whole of the church. In this way a holis
tic ministry is created.

Goals for Ministry with the Aging
The senior adult population in the 
United States is one of the fastest grow
ing segments of society.2 This phenome
nal growth demands attention. 
Ministries must be developed to meet 
the needs of these people. In order to 
minister effectively, one must have a 
working knowledge of the psychologi
cal aspects of the aging process. One 
must know how the loss or limitation of 
physical ability, retirement, death and 
grief, limited financial resources, and 
large amount of free time will affect the 
emotional lives of these people.

A ministry must be biblically and 
theologically based. Since the Scrip
tures have such a high regard for the 
aged, one must understand the content 
and the intention of Scripture regard
ing senior adults.

A minister must have a gifted ability 
to identify and relate to senior adults. 
Such a minister must understand the 
needs and interests of older adults. The 
union of the gifted ability and the ac
quired knowledge of senior adult minis
try will forge the proper ministry for 
the aging.

People often determine their worth 
in society by their contribution to soci
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ety. As a result, their feeling of self
worth is based on what they can do 
rather than who they are.3 When 
retirement comes, they believe they are 
no longer contributing to society and 
thus have little value.

The Scripture states that people 
were made in God’s image. This gives 
dignity to personhood.4 It is not what 
one does but who one is that matters. 
This perception should be communicat
ed through a ministry with the aging.

The aging process needs to be 
affirmed. To grow older is not a shame, 
rather it is the natural way of passage 
between birth and death. The older per
son could easily be more of the image of 
God than a young person. This concept 
can be clearly understood in the light of 
many personal experiences in an ex
tended life as well as one’s growing re
sponsiveness to the will of God.5 One 
can therefore maintain a healthy atti
tude in the aging process.

Finally, senior adults are not only to 
be the recipients of ministry, but they 
must also continue to see themselves as 
ministers. They may have retired from 
the work force, but they can never 
retire from the service of God. These 
people must be led to see their astound
ing opportunity for ministry. During 
the latter years of their life, they have 
the time (and many have the financial 
resources) to do things for others of 
which they had only dreamed. These 
people can be the most effective mem
bers of the church.

Biblical Basis for Ministry with the Aging 
Ministry needs to be based soundly on 
scriptural precepts. A case in point for 
the biblical base for ministry with the 
aging is an understanding of the widow 
ministry in the New Testament.

Perhaps the greatest evidence for the 
importance of a senior adult ministry is 
seen in the office of widow in the early 

church. ’'Let no one be enrolled as a 
widow who is under sixty years of age, 
or has been married more than once; 
and she must be well attested for her 
good deeds, as one who has brought up 
children, shown hospitality, washed 
the feet of the saints, relieved the 
afflicted, and devoted herself to doing 
good in every way” (1 Tim. 5:9-10).6 
Their honored office had come from the 
lowliest precedents.

To be a widow in Israel was a dis
grace. Death before old age was seen as 
God’s judgment for sin. If a married 
man died before he reached old age, the 
retribution for his sin was continued in 
the widowed wife.7

Widows were virtually left as a bur
den to society since they did not share 
in the inheritance of their husband.8 
Prophets such as Isaiah and Malachi 
were vocal in their condemnation of 
those who mistreated widows: "Then I 
will draw near to you for judgment; I 
will be a swift witness against... those 
who oppress . . . the widow (Mal. 3:5, 
RSV).”

The early church brought fresh un
derstanding to the plight of the widow. 
James wrote that pure religion is seen 
in one’s ministry to the widows (see Jas. 
1:27). The church had learned this from 
Jesus who on many occasions took the 
time to care for widows. The church 
could do no less.

The first controversy in the early 
church arose around the ministry to 
widows. "Now in these days when the 
disciples were increasing in number, 
the Hellenists murmured against the 
Hebrews because their widows were ne
glected in the daily distribution” (Acts 
6:1, RSV). The church came together 
and solved the problem. Certain men 
were elected to see that no one went 
without care.

Years later some of these widows 
who were liabilities to the church 
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became honored ministers. These who 
had been a burden to the church were 
now a valuable asset to the ministry of 
the church. The ones who needed care 
and food were now dispensing care and 
food.9 The widow had moved from the 
one being served to the one serving.

A woman was qualified for the office 
if she was a widow sixty years of age or 
older, having been the wife of one hus
band. Moody stated that they could not 
have been married more than once 
since "'remarriage disqualified them for 
this honored service.”10 This interpre
tation is subject to debate. Being the 
wife of one husband could mean the 
wife of one husband at a time.

For the widow the ministry was 
strictly service oriented. She was to 
rear children, show hospitality, wash 
the feet of the saints, and relieve the 
needy. In short she was to be a living 
example of her Christian faith.

The early church was quick to realize 
that senior adult ministry was twofold. 
First, the needs of the person must be 
met. Second, the person must be al
lowed to share the ministry for the good 
of the entire church.

Implementation of a Ministry with the Aging 
A ministry with the aging should not be 
confined to the senior adult organiza

tion. Rather than being a satellite min
istry existing in and of itself, the senior 
adults should be involved in the entire 
church’s program. Such an integration 
of seniors provides a source of wisdom 
formed by life experiences that en
hance every facet of the church’s minis
try. A church can suffer serious 
difficulties if senior adults do not real
ize their opportunity and responsibility 
for ministry. A ministry that provides 
for the needs of senior adults while in
volving them in the mainstream of the 
church is a holistic ministry.

The following sections suggest some 
approaches for managing a senior adult 
ministry. These have worked well in 
many churches. They are not given as 
being the only way to organize for this 
ministry but simply as one way. Meth
ods detailed here may suggest to you 
other ideas that would work well in 
your church.

The first step in the organization of 
this ministry begins with the discovery 
of the senior adults, their needs and 
their interests.11 A survey of needs and 
interests will identify senior members. 
It will also provide a necessary listing 
of their interests as well as their needs. 
Without such a survey one would be 
unable to know with whom one is work
ing or their interests and their needs.

A Needs and Interests Questionnaire
This questionnaire seeks to determine what you consider to be the most impor
tant needs of senior adults. The questionnaire will also give consideration to the 
various things that interest you. Finally these questions will ask you to determine 
a type of service or ministry you can provide.

Thank you for your time and consideration.
1. What is your name?______________________________________
2. Please state your age.____________________________________
3. How long have you been a member of the James Memorial Baptist Church?  45

4. Are you a member of the church's senior adult club? yes ___  no ___
5. Are you a member of any other senior adult organization or club? yes no
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6. If you answered yes to question num
ber 5, would you give the name of the 
organization or club. 

7. Please indicate three of your greatest 
needs. Place the number 1 by your greatest 
need. Place the number 2 by your second 
greatest need. Place the number 3 by your 
third greatest need. You may have a need 
or needs not listed. If you do, please state 
them.

housing_______
health care 
family understanding 
fellowship 
financial assistance 
transportation 
retirement role 
companionship 
Bible study 
worship_______  
appreciation 
recreation 
grief ministry 
hobbies_______  
food_______  
others____________________________

8. Please list three things that interest 
you. Please place the number 1 by the 
most interesting, the number 2 by the sec
ond most interesting, and the number 3 by 
the third most interesting. If you have 
something that interests you and is not on 
the list, please state your interest.

continuing education 
arts and crafts

(what kinds of arts and crafts )

professional skills 
Bible skills_________  
retreats_________  
trips__________ 
games__________ 
recreation_________  
camping__________ 
sports__________ 
meeting new people 
getting out of the house--------------- 
family__________ 
friends__________ 
others ____________________________

9. Please mark one or two ministries you 
can provide.

visitation____________  
transportation____________
Bible study leader 
home repairs____________  
encouragement 
shut-in ministry 
nursing home ministry 
Red Cross volunteer 
hospital auxiliary volunteer___________  
Meals on Wheels
Carpenters for Christ 
disaster relief____________  
mission trips____________  
Vacation Bible School 
Backyard Bible Clubs 
telephone communication ministry

hospice____________
church office volunteer
others_____________________________

10. What time of the day would be the most convenient for you if you were 
to provide a service or a ministry? _____________________________________

11. Do you consider yourself financially able to provide a service or a minis
try? yes no 

12. If you do not have the financial capability of providing a service, would 
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you allow someone else to provide the financial base while you provide the time
and the service? yes no ----------------------------------

13. I can provide some financial assistance, but I am unable to provide the 
time due to health or other reasons, yes  no --------------------

Senior Adult Coordinator
When the needs and interests survey 
has been completed and the results 
tabulated, the church will need to find 
a senior adult coordinator. This person 
may be a staff member or a volunteer 
worker. There is no particular age re
quirement. The important quality in 
such a person is recognizing senior 
adults as persons of worth. This quality 
will be transmitted to the senior 
adults.12 One should also have a sincere 
desire to work with senior adults as 
well as the ability to identify with the 
needs and interests of the aging.

The coordinator should receive 
supervision from the church staff, 
represent the senior adults in the 
Church Council, work closely with the 
senior adult club, and serve as chair
person of the senior adult council. The 
coordinator will direct all the planning 
for the senior adults, working effective
ly through organizations of the church 
such as Sunday School, Church Train
ing, WMU, Brotherhood, and Music 
Ministry. The coordinator will report to 
the church regularly regarding the 
ministry with the aging. If the senior 
adult coordinator is a volunteer, the 
person should be reimbursed by the 
church for any expenses incurred dur
ing the performance of any senior adult 
ministry activities. A paid staff mem
ber should have such expenses covered 
in a salary and benefits package.

The senior adult coordinator should 
represent the senior adults with the 
church’s budget planning by present
ing a senior adult budget to the budget 
committee. The coordinator should su

pervise all senior adult expenses. The 
senior adult coordinator is the key to 
an effective ministry with the aging.

The Senior Adult Council
The senior adult council will function 
similarly to the Church Council. The 
senior adult council, however, will only 
be concerned with the senior adults and 
their ministry. It is the responsibility of 
this council to organize and correlate 
the ministry with the aging. Persons 
serving on this council must have an 
awareness of the needs and interests of 
senior adults. They must also be willing 
to lead the church to see the impor
tance of a ministry with the aging.

Senior Adult Club
This club exists to provide for the needs 
and interests of the aging that are not 
met by church programs. The club has 
three major officers—the president, the 
vice president, and the secretary.

The president is to work closely with 
the senior adult coordinator in plan
ning the activities of the club. The 
president should represent the senior 
adult club on the senior adult council. 
This person is to preside at all club 
meetings.

The vice president should serve in 
the absence of the president. The chief 
function of the vice president should be 
the promotion of the activities or the 
ministries of the club.

The secretary should keep a record of 
the attendance and maintain a club roll 
if the club chooses to have a member
ship roll. The secretary is also respon
sible for keeping an accurate account of 
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the proceedings of the meeting.
There may be a number of other offic

ers or committees should the need 
arise. A telephone committee could be 
organized to keep the members in
formed of club activities. A ministry 
committee could be organized for spe
cial ministry projects. The possibilities 
for other committees are as numerous 
and different as the churches across the 
Southern Baptist Convention.

The club meeting should be held on a 
regular basis. The regularity of the 
meeting is strictly dependent on the 
needs and interests of the senior adults. 
Some churches may need to meet on a 
weekly basis while some may choose to 
meet once a month.

Ministry to the Aging
The following activities are suggested 
to meet the needs and interests of se
nior adults. These needs and interests 
will be discovered by the survey men
tioned previously.

Senior adult day.—This event is de
signed to promote a feeling of self
worth and a sense of belonging to the 
whole of the church. The senior adult 
day is also geared to promote an aware
ness in the church of senior adults. 
Every effort will be made to ensure that 
all the senior adults are present. Trans
portation must be arranged and special 
accommodations must be made for 
those senior adults who have physical 
handicaps.

The day begins with a fellowship 
time immediately preceding the Sun
day School hour. Coffee, juice, and pas
tries should be available during this 
fellowship time. This will afford the se
nior adults the opportunity to enjoy 
being together before beginning the 
regular Sunday School program.

During the worship service the se
nior adults are encouraged to sit 
together. The minister of music will 

plan the favorite hymns of the senior 
adult. One of the senior adult soloists 
will provide the special music for the 
day. Special awards of recognition and 
service will be given by the senior adult 
coordinator to deserving senior adults. 
The pastor will preach a message em
phasizing the value and the importance 
of the senior adult. The pastor should 
also challenge them to use this time of 
their life as an opportunity to serve oth
ers with their God-given abilities and 
wisdom.

After the worship service the senior 
adults are invited to the fellowship hall 
where they are provided with a meal 
furnished by the church. This is an ex
cellent opportunity to involve more 
people in the senior adult ministry. 
Plans and programs for the ministry 
may be announced at this time. The se
nior adult coordinator and the senior 
adult club president should preside 
during this time.

Such a day gives senior adults a feel
ing of importance. This is their day. 
Many of their identity and self-esteem 
needs are met during these services. 
Everyone needs to be appreciated. The 
senior adult day is such an appreciation 
time for senior adults.

Senior adult retreats.—Senior adult 
retreats (chautauquas) are held in the 
beautiful scenery of the Great Smoky 
Mountains at Ridgecrest Conference 
Center and at Glorieta Conference Cen
ter in New Mexico. At the present time 
there are ten weeks dedicated to these 
retreat conferences.

The conferences provide inspiring 
preaching, challenging Bible study, 
soul-stirring music, leadership confer
ences, fellowship with the opportunity 
to meet new people of the same age 
group and denominational employees. 
These conferences also introduce se
nior adults to arts and crafts, life inter
ests conferences, tours for sight-seeing,
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and shopping.
The church may furnish transporta

tion. The cost of the retreat as well as 
any expenses en route to and from the 
retreat center should be paid by the se
nior adults.

Senior adult spring workshop cruise. 
—This sea cruise is sponsored by the 
Senior Adult Section of the Family 
Ministry Department of the Sunday 
School Board of the Southern Baptist 
Convention. The cruise is open to se
nior adults and senior adult leaders.

In addition to the sights of the beauti
ful Bahamas and a cruise on a luxury 
cruise ship, special activities are 
planned for senior adults. They are 
treated to inspiring Bible study and 
special conferences and workshops per
taining to life interests. The senior 
adults are treated to a concert pre
sented by the Bahamian United Baptist 
Choir.

The senior adults may present a spe
cial slide presentation to the church 
after returning. These presentations 
spark the interest of other senior adults 
to participate in the special senior 
adult events.

This trip ministers to the needs of 
fellowship, getting out of the house, 
meeting new people, Bible study, and 
worship. Trips such as this are a once- 
in-a-lifetime experience for many se
nior adults. These excursions provide 
stories and memories that can fill many 
lonely hours.

Senior adult recreational trips.— 
These trips provide senior adults with 
opportunities to get out of the house 
and enjoy the fellowship of other senior 
adults. They are low-mileage excur
sions usually involving one day’s travel 
time. Such trips are destined for histor
ic sites, museums, art exhibits, state 
parks, and picnics.

Senior adult Christmas party.—The 
party meets fellowship needs of senior 

adults. This activity is geared to pro
vide the senior adults with a special 
time at Christmas for themselves. The 
church sponsors this activity. The 
church also provides transportation to 
and from the church. A luncheon is 
planned with special attention given to 
the special diets of senior adults. Many 
senior adults may also want to bring 
their special dishes.

Ministry with the Aging
This discussion has so far been limited 
to ministries to the aging. This section 
explores ministry with the aging. Min
istry of this nature treats senior adults 
as fellow ministers meeting the needs 
of other people while satisfying the se
nior adults’ need to do something 
worthwhile.

Homebound ministry.—Senior adults 
are excellent shut-in or homebound 
ministers. They have time and energy 
to devote to visiting those people who 
have lost their ability to leave home. 
The senior adult homebound minister 
provides a valuable service for the 
church, the person confined to their 
home, and the minister as well.

Service ministries.—These ministries 
include Red Cross volunteers, hospital 
auxiliary volunteers, Meals on Wheels, 
Carpenters for Christ, disaster relief, 
hospice workers, mission trip volun
teers, Backyard Bible Schools, and so 
on. These service ministries would be 
determined by the needs of the church 
and community coupled with the needs 
and interests of the senior adults pro
viding the service.

Local church ministry.—A brief ex
amination of most churches will reveal 
that senior adults are actively leading 
and teaching in Sunday School, Church 
Training, missions education organiza
tions, and Music Ministry. Senior 
adults serve on church committees and 
councils. Their influence is often seen 
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in the work of the deacons. Clearly 
speaking, many churches would be in 
desperate trouble if senior adults were 
not actively supporting their local 
church.

Senior adult specialists agree that ex
treme care should be taken in a minis
try with the aging. The senior adult 
minister should not do the work or min
istry for the senior adult. Rather senior 
adults should have the opportunity to 
claim their ministry and possess it as 
uniquely theirs. A ministry with the 
aging will be successful if the ministry 
belongs to the senior adults.

A ministry with the aging is ex
tremely important. It should not be 
treated as a ministry existing alongside 
the church or a satellite ministry apart 
from the church. Rather the relation
ship of the ministry with the aging 
should be compared to a beautifully 
woven tapestry. The church should be 
clearly seen in the senior adults, and 

the senior adults should be clearly seen 
in the church. Many times they will be 
indistinguishable because each is so 
complementary of the other. Senior 
adults should have the opportunity to 
grow older with dignity in service to 
God and to other people. This is the 
heart of a ministry with the aging.

*E. Mansell Pattison, Pastor and Parish—a Systems Approach 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1970), p. 6.

2Jack Gulledge, The Senior Years (Nashville: Convention 
Press, 1983), p. 17.

’Horace L. Kerr, How to Minister to Senior Adults in Your 
Church (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1980), p. 19.

“Jurgen Moltmann, On Human Dignity (Philadelphia: For
tress Press, 1984), p. 17.

5Kerr, p. 19.
‘From the Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyrighted 

1946, 1952, © 1971, 1973.
7The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, s.v. "widow.” 
’Ibid.
9H. Richard Niebuhr and Daniel Williams, ed., The Ministry in 

Historical Perspectives (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1956), 
p. 17.

10Dale Moody, The Word of Truth (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans, 1981), p. 459.

1 Barnes R. Sampley, "Planning and Developing a Holistic Se
nior Adult Ministry in the James Memorial Baptist Church in 
Gadsden, Alabama,” (Doctor of Ministry Project, The Southern 
Baptist Theological Seminary, 1985), p. 61.

12Kerr, p. 67.
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“Membership fallout” 
Forced Termination 

Ineffective Adult Christian Education

If you’re interested in 
turning these negatives 

into positives, read 
these three books!

GO-GIVERS IN A GO-GETTER WORLD
Paul Powell knows his principles for church growth work because in 
his church Sunday School attendance has quadrupled during his 
ministry! His strategy is to involve the whole church in spreading the 
Gospel. His plan can help any church of any size to grow.. .to reach 
and keep converts.. .to overcome “membership fallout.” Read this 
book for encouragement, insights, and ideas for building an evangel
istic church. (Broadman) 4225-46 Paper, $5.95

FORCED TERMINATION
is not a pleasant subject. Any time a minister or church staff 
member is forced to resign from a church, both the minister 
and the church suffer from the loss. But “forced termi
nation” is a fact of life, today. That’s the bad news. The good 
news is that there are redemptive options for ministers and 
churches. In these pages, Brooks Faulkner, a frequent 
leader of workshops for those who have experienced 
forced resignation, explores these redemptive options— 
compassionately, clearly, and comprehensively. Indexes, 
examples, and anecdotes make this book a very usable 
resource for seminars and conferences. (Broadman) 
4254-35 Paper, $4.95

A CHURCH MINISTERING TO ADULTS
Adult Christian Education is important! And here is an important 
resource for effective Adult Christian Education. It is a comprehensive 
handbook developed in four major divisions: The Adult Life Cycle, 
Meeting the Needs of Adults, Is Adult Learning Different?, and The 
Challenge and Future of Adult Christian Education. Compiled and 
edited by Jerry M. Stubblefield, the book includes such contributors 
as: Ferris Jordan, Lucien Coleman, Michael Harton, Bruce Powers, 
and Jerry Stubblefield. (Broadman) 4232-35 Paper, $9.95

Visit us today or order from your Baptist Book Store 
or Mail order Center where satisfaction is guaranteed.

PLEASE NOTE:On all cash mail orders add state sales tax if applicable and the 
following for delivery and handling—$1.50 on orders for $15.00 or less. $2.50 on 
orders $15.01 —$50.00, $3.50 on orders $50.01 —$100.00, or $4.50 on orders over 
$100.00.



7 Ways to Improve 
the Total Church

Pastors, staff members, secretaries, 
committees . .. people motivated by 
God make the church tick. Here are 
seven practical books for maximizing 
the skills and service capabilities of 
church members.

1THE CHURCH COUNCIL HANDBOOK 
• A Council Member’s Guide for

Helping a Church Grow and Develop *
Truman Brown. A complete workbook for 
enhancing the effectiveness of a church 
council. (Convention) 5290-20 $1.95

2 MANAGING THE BUSINESS
• AFFAIRS OF A CHURCH

Marvin Myers. Practical tips for church 
staff members on being wise managers. * 
(Convention) 5290-72 $13.60

3 CHURCH OFFICER AND
• COMMITTEE GUIDEBOOK

James Sheffield. Ideas on developing skills 
and planning meetings of church commit
tees. (Convention) 5169-42 $2.85

4 HOW TO SPECIALIZE
• IN CHRISTIAN LIVING

Cecil Ray. A challenge to practice Christian 
stewardship in every area of life.
(Convention) 5131-75 $2.85

5 BUT OUR SITUATION IS DIFFERENT:
• CHURCHES ON MISSION

IN THEIR OWN SETTING
Robert Wiley. How to tailor sound mission 
goals to your individual church.
(Convention) 5130-04 $3.25

6 A BAPTIST ASSOCIATION:
• CHURCHES ON MISSION TOGETHER

J. C. Bradley. The history and challenge of 
associational missions. (Convention) i:. 
5130-00 $3.25 *

7 THE WORK OF THE
• CHURCH SECRETARY

Lucy Renfro Hoskins. Everything you’ve 
experienced or wanted to know about being 
a church secretary. An invaluable desktop 
reference tool. (Convention) 5290-06

$9.10

PLEASE NOTE: On all cash mail orders add state 
sales tax if applicable and the following for delivery 
and handling— $1.50 on orders for $15.00 or less, 
$2.50 on orders $15.01 $50.00, $3.50 on orders 
$50.01$ 100.00, or $4.50 on orders over $100.00.

Visit us today or order from your 
Baptist Book Store or Mail Order Center 
where satisfaction is guaranteed.


