
A Ministry by, of and for the Elderly 

Submitted By: 

Mary E. Dixon 

Master of Arts in Pastoral Theology Program 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 

Saint. Mary-of-the-Woods. In. 47876 

April, 1989 

$1; BARY-OF.THE-WOODS COLLEGE LippAwe  





This is what Yahweh asks of you: 

Only this, to act justly, 

to love tenderly, 

And to walk humbly with your God. 

Micah 6:8 
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A MINISTRY BY, OF AND FOR THE ELDERLY 

 



PROJECT PROPOSAL 
  

Although I have been aware of a particular need among a 

special group of people for several years, only recently have I 

come into ministerial contact with this group. The need to which 1 

wish to respond is one I meet in my work with the aging or elderly. 

I conduct retreat days for senior citizens throughout the diocese 

and I have frequently felt vibrations of apathy, of I don't belong 

any more or I am not wanted. I feel concern because such attitudes 

indicate both alienation and segregation. Segregation of the 

elderly in our society does exist. Feelings of alienation among 

those society considers elderly do exist. These are not just 

secular, societal problems. We must accept the sad truth that 

these same problems are present within our faith-communities. 

There are times when it is easy to feel like an outsider, unwanted. 

Such reactions prepare fertile ground for a host of other 

undesirable, and often unwarranted feelings which upset the balance 

necessary for a happy, fulfilled life, e.g., being unwanted must 

mean being unloved and therefore, having nothing to offer the 

community. When such feelings are allowed to persist and grow the 

natural reaction is to withdraw from the community. The operative 

attitude becomes the desire to avoid going where unwanted and to 

seek out those who share similar feelings. This in Htself 

contributes to the feelings of isolation. It can become a vicious 

circle, one which is almost unbreakable.  



Before any concern can be successfully addressed it is necessary 

to have a clear definition of its various components or dimensions. The 

terms elderly or aging, alienation and segregation need to be defined. 

Several cultural dimensions also need to be explored. 

01d age is an illusive concept. As Satchel Paige said, "How old 

would you be if you didn't know how old you was?" 01d age is defined 

variously according to era and culture. However, aging is the most 

common of human experiences. It is inherent in the 1ife process just as 

are birth, growth, reproduction and death. Aging is the gradual 

fulfillment of life's cycle. Considered in its simplest terms aging 

begins at birth, really at conception, and continues as long as life 

itself. It ends in death although it is usually not the cause of death. 

A11 living beings are getting older with each minute of time. But, the 

process proceeds at different rates with different beings. Not all 

slide down the aging slope at the same rate. In fact, there may be 

great differences between individuals of the same chronological age. 

How, then, do we answer the question, "What does aging mean?" 

Considering only the biological aspects the answer is simple. 01d age 

may be said to be the time when organs begin to display certain 

particularities with psychological consequence, €.9., memory fades, eyes 

grow weak and cataracts form, hearing fails, calcium in the bones begins 

to decrease and falling becomes more prevalent, walking and movement in 

general slows. However, aging is complex when we consider all aspects 

of the whole person. It has often been said, and indeed it is true, 

that one is only as old as one feels. It is possible to become stale  



and worn out at any age. Aging well equates with the capacity to live 

every aspect of life fully. 

How people age depends greatly upon the way society's images of 

"old" are internalized. In this country the arbitrary age of 65 is 

equated with "older" age or senior citizen. Many people are gravely 

affected. Kathleen Fischer stated in Winter Grace that by the year 

2000, in the United States alone, there will be 35 million people who 

will have reached this arbitrary age. 

The concepts of segregation and alienation are much easier to 

define than the concept of aging. Segregation reaches back into 

antiquity. It has its origins in the belief that one group of people, 

or one person, is superior to another. The verb to segregate means to 

separate certain things, groups of people or a single person from the 

general mass and to collect them together. We tend to see segregation 

mainly in terms of racial segregation. However, age segregation is also 

a part of our society. It is an action performed against a group or a 

single individual. Alienation is a feeling, a perception on the part of 

an individual, of being the recipient of indifference or hostility where 

previously friendship and affection had existed. 

These three, aging, segregation and alienation, are basic to the 

concern I hope to address. Along with these are several cultural 

dimensions which need to be understood. Some of the historical, 

economic, sociological and psychological dimensions are the following: 

the effect of increased longevity;  



the effect of the advances in technology, medicine, etc.; 

3. the effect of the American historical tendency to value 

physical prowess, vigor and youth; 

4. the effect of a growing acceptance of governmental and 

corporate responsibility toward economic support of people. 

Although these are societal dimensions, they impinge upon all of the 

elderly, church-goers and non-church-goers alike. These things form a 

background with which I should be familiar although I am mainly 

concerned with the elderly of a particular church. 

Table 1 on the following page gives some interesting and startling 

statistics. 

 



TABLE 1. 

This compiled information was obtained from the following sources: 

A Catholic Guide to the Mature Years pp. 11, 71, Winter Grace p. 1, 

"Today" Show January 30, 1989 and 1989 Information Please Almanac p. 7/83. 
  

  

Data 
  

those over 65 outnumbered teens for the first 

time. 

2/3 of those who have ever lived beyond 65 are 
living today. 

1/4 to 2/5 of all U.S. Catholics are 50 or over. 

35 million in the U.S. will be 65 or over. 

those 65 and over will outnumber teens two to 

one. 

only 41% of U.S. population will be under 35. 

75 million in the U.S. will be 65 or over. 

total U.S. population will be approximately 

310.7 million. 

approximately 28.5 million will be over 80.  



The data in this table should indicate the necessity of dealing 

with today's aging population as well as planning for tomorrow's. 

The older citizen in this last decade of the twentieth century is 

unique. Never before has mankind lived so long, experienced so much, 

been so richly educated or so medically well attended. Older people 

have at their disposal more knowledge, experience and maturity than in 

past decades. The older person, having lived through all the seasons of 

life, has an unique sense of the entire life cycle. However, we know 

the degeneration caused by senescence is inevitable. It will increase 

year by year. No one escapes. There are many factors which decide 

whether it shall be fast or slow, partial or entire. Medical technology 

is one of these factors. Mental attitude is also a factor. The burden 

of the body counts for less than the attitude adopted toward it. As 

long as the inner feeling of youth remains alive it is the actual truth 

of age that seems deceptive. It is true that the body becomes different 

as it ages. More attention must be given to maintaining health and 

compensating for declining physical vigor. Satisfaction and adjustment 

in mature age will be influenced by the way changes of life are handled. 

The process cannot be a positive experience if there is a denial of 

aging. We cannot learn to understand aging if its realities are 

undervalued or overvalued. It cannot be simply equated to youth or to 

mid-life. There is much research and writing in the areas of geriatrics 

and gerontology which should lead to better understanding of longevity. 

It should be remembered that young people can be afflicted with all the 

physical maladies ascribed to advanced years. The great difference  



between young and old really lies in the fact that the aging have lived 

longer. To quote the A. A. R. P., "No one is old here. Some of us have 

just more experience at living." 

Our culture fosters, among the elderly, feelings of being 

unimportant, unwanted and pushed aside. It is a culture which canonizes 

youth and beauty, activity and productivity, power and sexual prowess. 

A11 of these played a major role in the first two hundred years of a 

young, developing America. Although the country is aging its attitudes 

remain fixed. The only ideal of age accepted in America is an old age 

without change, limits or loss. The words aging and death are almost 

taboo. Advertisements in the media affirm such an assessment of our 

culture. There is an insidious prejudice against older Americans in 

popular attitude, in the media, in major social and governmental 

institutions. Social controls in the form of retirement rules, pension 

systems, pressures to conform to expectations, generally make people act 

in a manner consistent with the imposed societal definition. Frequently 

this results in prejudice, discrimination and deprivation. Society's 

conventional wisdom has it that most old people need much assistance 

from others just to get on in life. Extraordinary examples have been 

used as proof. This helps to create the impression that all the members 

of this particular group are different from the rest of us, foreigners 

to our daily life, Yet, throughout the history of the country self- 

support among old people has been the rule. The elderly see the 

importance of pride, self-reliance and freedom of choice.  



There are genuine fears in old age which need to be addressed. 

Government and corporate assistance may be needed. However, any such 

assistance in excess is detrimental tending to categorize people thus 

creating alienation and at least a semblance of segregation. Churches, 

too, can fall into the trap if they focus upon the problems of growing 

old rather than the opportunities it presents. A parish is a natural 

setting for a sense of community, of being wanted, of being important. 

It is a natural setting for the generations to contribute to each other. 

A11 things which separate humankind from God and from one another hinder 

community from developing and are therefore proper concerns of the 

ministry of the church. Segregation and isolation from others causes 

people to wither as vital human beings and responsive Christians. The 

church must be concerned not just with enmities, hatred and conflict but 

also with isolation, with being unwanted, neglected and forgotten. 

These are conditions of alienation and indicate a lack of community. 

The church must bring the aging into community, into creative 

relationships with others and with God. 

It is easy to design programs which will address the problems of 

the aging. Putting them on paper and discussing them in groups is not 

enough. It takes people-power, people willing to minister. The United 

States is an aging country. However, while the number of elderly is 

increasing the number of priests is decreasing. For years we looked to 

our priests for solutions. Now we must Took to ourselves, In every 

parish even the elderly must take an active role in ministry. There 

must be a ministry of the aging to the aging and to the entire faith- 

community.  



In Michigan and in many other parts of the country there is an 

unexpected avenue open to anyone wishing to deal with the problems of 

alienation and segregation within the Catholic Church. The entire state 

of Michigan suffers from a severe lack of ordained priests. Numerous 

lay-people have come forward to offer their services in all areas of 

church life. Many have sought professional training and advanced 

degrees. These lay-people and the non-ordained religious working 

together with our priests are a tremendous source of renewed vigor. We 

now have in the Gaylord Diocese what are called cluster-parishes. 

These parishes consist of one centrally located church with a pastor and 

perhaps one other priest. They serve several smaller parishes which, in 

turn, radiate out from the hub like the spokes of a wheel. Each of 

these churches is, or hopefully will be, staffed with a Pastoral 

Administrator and a lay-team. As a result the people within the 

cluster-grouping may now have more ministers working in their behalf 

than they have ever had. This arrangement is not perfect but it is 

working well and the Diocese of Gaylord has become a model for the other 

dioceses in our state. 

 



TABLE 2 

Diocese of Gaylord 

21 counties - 

Total Population (approximately) 

11,17) sq. miles, 

410,959 
  

Total numberr Catholics (approximately) 90,000 

Number Catholics over 65 (approximately) 12,150 

Based on 1985 statistical data of the diocese of Gaylord. 

Total number priests 

Total number priests 

Total number priests 

Total number priests 

Total number priests 

Total number priests 

1989 

serving diocese 

over 80 years 

Secular Ordered 
47 214 

  

70 to 79 
  

65 to 69 
  

40 to 64 

under 40 

  

0 
  

Ratio of priests to laity (approximately) : : 1 to 200 

Ratio of priests per square mile l to 183 
  

Number resident Pastoral Administrators 6 

(A11 are "religious"!) 

  

Based on 1989 Directory of the Diocese of Gaylord. 

Bishop Rose's Office Reports: 

Possible number ordinations in 1989 

Possible number ordinations in 1991 

Possible number ordinations in 1992 
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II. A PLAN OF ACTION 
  

Simply stated my aim is to attempt to bring back into the parish 

mainstream those elderly who have dropped out. They may have a fear of 

not being able to participate. They may feel no longer wanted and 

valued. Older people must be treated as a part of the whole fellowship 

not as a category of people. Being a part of the whole fellowship 

contributes more to their happiness than being kept apart. I must 

realistically realize that I function unofficially in the church 

community. Therefore, 1 cannot introduce any grandiose programs. 

However, there are ways in which I can have influence. My own outgoing 

personality coupled with the extreme enjoyment I gain through religious 

service is an invaluable asset. When my age and the expertise I have 

accumulated over the years are added I believe I have an unbeatable 

combination. I have frequently been told that the "bubbly" manner with 

which I immerse myself in church activities js a source of attraction 

and even incentive to others. Perhaps mine is a ministry of, by and for 

the aging. I am hopeful that Bishop Rose will find further use for my 

talents and skills. I am even hopeful that I may be able, at some near, 

future time, to serve as a member of a lay-team in one of the cluster- 

parishes. However, I am content with the path I have set for myself 

both in the past and in the present. I do feel I make a difference. I 

have always been actively engaged in parish 1ife. Aging has not brought 

with it retirement from church activities rather it has brought an 

increase. 1 am a catechist trainer working out of the diocesan office 

of Catholic Education. I also work for the office of Family Life  



Ministry giving senior citizen retreat days. There are many ways in 

which I can use these activities as vehicles for addressing my concerns 

for the aging members of our church-family. 

These two groups, the catechists and the elderly are perfect 

target audiences. The elderly are those whose problems most concern me. 

They are those most affected and therefore, should be the ones most 

receptive to possible helps. The youth and their young teachers are the 

future elderly. The realization of their own old age will be less 

traumatic if the myths and cliches about aging have been dispelled. 

Young and old and all people are part of God's creation. The 

fulfillment of creation is achieved by individuals in and through 

community not in isolation. 

It might appear that there is little possibility of incorporating 

any concern I may have about the elderly into the workshops I conduct 

for catechists. However, it is possible to integrate the generations in 

any well designed religious education program. The greatest 

contribution of older adults to the young is witnessing to their own 

aging, showing youth the beauty of Christian aging. By using the 

talents, skills and experiences of the elderly in such programs we can 

help to correct the mistaken idea that old age is an unimportant period 

of life, a period when the individual can no longer be active and can no 

longer contribute. God did not create the human to be a bystander in 

the work of creation, but to be a participant. There is no better time 

for participation than in the third-age of life. Nor is there any 

better area of participation than in the religious education of our  



youth. Because the term "family" has come to include those with whom we 

are in close and regular contact, those with a shared sense of mutual 

responsibility and caring, any well devised parish program can inspire 

the feelings of "family." 

It would be natural to believe that any concern for the aging in 

the faith-community might be easily addressed in my work with the older 

people of our diocese. Wrong! While many of the elderly are involved 

and committed accepting the new opportunities to participate and to give 

witness, I have discovered that those who feel discriminated against do 

not believe they can change things. Some have accepted the rocking 

chair on the veranda rather than real, active participation. These are 

the elderly I want to reach through my ministry. It is much easier to 

finger one's beads at Mass than it is to be an usher, to sing in the 

choir, to be a lector or a Eucharistic minister. It is much easier to 

be a passive church member than it is to be involved in the church 

council helping to direct her into the future. It is much easier to be 

a financial contributor than it is to solicit during the C.S.A. drives. 

It is much easier to criticize the church for the many undesired changes 

than it is to join with others in study and discussion groups. Oy, iis 

it possible that those and other avenues of active participation present 

some older persons with fear - fear of being unwanted, fear of being 

unable? 

Whenever I conduct a retreat day I try to incorporate methods of 

"gray-stewardship" into the assigned topic. These are many and varied, 

The elderly are many and varied with varying talents and experiences.  



If I really care I must call the uninvolved and fearful elderly from 

hiding. I must help remove some of their fears and lead them out of the 

darkness of isolation. I must have the courage to proclaim to them and 

to the entire community that isolation, whether imposed by society or by 

oneself, can only lead to great loss. We wither as vital human beings 

and responsive Christians in withdrawal and isolation. 

 



IIT. IMPLEMENTATION OF THE PROJECT 

My work with senior citizens holds the greatest fascination for 

me. Therefore, I shall attempt to describe the implementation of my 

project in that area. What follows is mainly in outline form. The 

entire retreat day as I gave it can be found in appendix number 7. 

The theme for the senior retreat in 1989 is the ministry of 

surprise. The format for the day is as follows: 

1.) Opening session 11:00: a. 

a.) Morning prayer 

b.) Morning talk 

4.) 

Five minute break 
  

5.) Closing session 

The actual presentation must be accomplished in relatively short 

periods of time. Therefore, handouts must be handled quickly and 

efficiently. The participants will receive the prayer sheets as they 

enter. The other materials will be made available at lunch time. All 

of the retreats this year will be conducted in the church itself. As a 

result we will be somewhat restricted in activities. However, I will 

have placed several props in various locations around the front of the 

church. These are intended to evoke the element of surprise as they 

would not normally be seen in a church. There will be large, poster-  



type pictures of a giraffe, a camel and the solar system. In addition 

there will be a big gift box brightly wrapped in silver foil with a red 

ribbon. There will also be a picture of the Madonna and Child. 

I1lustrations of these various props may be found in the appendices. 

I expect Father to make a short introduction which will be 

followed immediately by the morning prayer service. 

It will be necessary to give a few oral instructions for the 

service, e.g., which of the people will be considered the right hand 

group and which the left hand. As the group is assembling I will ask 

Father to select someone to do the reading for the day. The prayer 

service follows on page 20, Table 3. 

 



TABLE 3. 

Morning Prayer Service 

"Earthen Vessels" John Foley - Glory and Praise. 

Refrain: Right side 

We hold a treasure, not made of gold, 

in earthen vessels, wealth untold. 

One treasure only, the Lord, the Christ, 

in earthen vessels. 

Verse: Left side 

God has chosen the lowly 

who are small in this world; 

in his weakness is glory, 

in Jesus the Lord. 

A11: Repeat the refrain. 

All: Prayer. 

Creator, God, you have fashioned us in your image and 

likeness. You have called us into being to share in your life. You 

send us to be your gracious presence in a broken world, to be sacrament 

one to another. Amen.  



Reading: Psalm 92: 14-16. 

Moment of reflection: 

Let us reflect on the beautiful and surprising promise of a 

vigorous and productive life even in the Winter of our years. Let us 

reflect upon the importance of Winter Grace and the importance of 

sharing it. 

Morning Talk: Open discussion is encouraged at all times. 

topic for the day is surprise. 

A definition of surprise is given. 

The reason for the props is given, 

God is a god of surprise. 

A. There was surprise in the lives of the Hebrews. 

There is surprise in our lives also. 

1. How do we fit into the picture? 

2. How can we be surprisers? 

We can find examples of surprise in the 01d Testament. 

A. We find iL in creation. 

1. The universe is surprising. 

2. The animals are surprising. 

3. Humankind is surprising. 

B. Abram was often surprised. 

1. He was told to leave Ur. 

2. The new land would be given to his 

descendants.  



He would be rendered exceedingly 

fertile. 

A covenant was sealed by a name change, 

Abraham and Sarah. 

Visitors foretold the birth of Isaac. 

Abraham was 100 and Sarah 92 when Isaac 

was born, 

IV. We can find surprise in the New Testament. 

A. There is surprise in the Incarnation. 

1. God became man. 

2. Mary was amazed - "How can this be?" 

3. Joseph too was surprised - his dream. 

4. The shepherds were surprised - angels' song. 

5. The Magi's visit was a surprise - gifts. 

Jesus used surprise in his ministry. 

1. There was surprise in the parables. 

C. We can find surprise in our own times. 

V. Mass and lunch - think of ourselves as ministers of 

surprise. 

Afternoon Session: Reflection and sharing is used during the 

afternoon. 

Reading: Psalm 139: 13-14, 

1. Let us consider surprise in our youlh. - reflection and 

sharing.  



Consider surprise in our adult life - reflection and 

sharing. 

We, a generation of surprise, must become surprisers. 

A. Statistical data re-elderly is given. 

B. We are a unique group of people. 

1. We have longevity, experience, education 

and health. 

We have a unique sense of the entire life 

cycle. 

We must share our surprise. 

The feeling of youth is important. 

Church affords an avenue for sharing. 

It is the natural setting for sense of 

community. 

It has no mandatory retirement age or 

pension. 

As a group seniors are usually active. 

Some are not. 

There are many ways of active participation - 

usher, lector, Eucharistic minister, council, etc, 

Can we really do it? 

Five Minute  



Do something nice every day. 

My friend planted pennies. (Adapted from a story 

found in Discovering God's Presence by Robert 
  

Morneau, p. 157). 

We have been discussing planting our pennies of 

experience,knowledge and maturity. 

A brightly wrapped gift brings joy to a child who opens 

and shares the gift. (I also open and share the contents 

of the gift box.) 

Eventually we will be physically unable to plant our 

pennies. 

That should not stop us. 

Share the contents of the box - ask each person to take 

one coin from the box. See Appendix 1. 

A. We have many pennies to plant even if physical 

activity is no longer possible, e.g., a laugh, 

a hug, a get well card, etc. 

This is a ministry of surprise. 

It is an important continuation of Christ's 

ministry of surprise. 

Closing prayer. 

 



V. EVALUATION OF PROJECT 
  

Immediately following the closing prayer the participants were 

asked to complete a short questionnaire. They were also encouraged to 

submit any personal comments or criticisms concerning the program. 

Because I have discovered that people do not personally like to hand to 

the facilitator any type of comment, the participants were asked to 

leave the questionnaire on the table at the back of the church. The 

questionnaire is shown as appendix 2. 

Overall, I feel that the participants were satisfied with the 

day. There seemed to be few apparent weaknesses. 

The responses were, in summary, as follows: almost all of the 

participants felt the day was well spent. One individual did indicate 

that he only came because his wife wanted to come. Most people felt 

that the facilitator did a good job. However, there were some comments 

relative to voice control and projection. I always tell a group that I 

wear a hearing aid. If I do not speak so they can hear or if I speak 

too loudly I need to know about it. My hope is that I will be told as 

the talk progresses. While most of the participants were not amazed at 

the idea of surprise several did mention that they had never thought of 

aging and its properties as surprise. Most were not pleased by being 

senior citizens. All said that they would "plant pennies." 

The greatest testimony the participants could give to the 

value of this experience would be if they truly became ministers of 

surprise sharing the beauty of their Christian aging.  



V. FACILITATOR'S OBSERVATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
  

I have several observations and recommendations. The 

expressed, diocesan intent of the retreat day is to provide something 

nice, something special, for those who are not "snow-birds," those who 

remain in the north-country all winter. While I do think that this is a 

fine intent, I do not think the day should be labeled "senior citizen 

retreat." If it is just called a retreat day younger people do not feel 

excluded. One lady said her daughter wanted to come but she was afraid 

she might be intruding. Also it is true that there are those who do not 

want to be classified as old and as a result they avoid things for 

seniors. Any presentation can be tailored to audiences of mixed age 

groups. Is not the fulfillment of creation achieved by individuals in 

and through community? 

There are some pastors who insist that the retreat be 

conducted in the church itself. However, I have observed that when we 

use the church hall the entire day is more relaxed. I suggest that 

whenever possible the hall should be utilized. 

On a personal note - I have not yet succeeded in handling the 

assumption that I am a nun. This seems to he the belief in every group 

with which I work. There is some opposition to a lay person conducting 

a retreat day. By the end of the day those feelings seem to have 

disappeared. However, it would be pleasant not to feel even the 

slightest vibration of misgivings. This is an educational problem which 

needs to be dealt with on both the parish and the diocesan level.  
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APPENDIX 1. 

The gift-wrapped box contained token-coins as shown below. One of 

the many things we might share with other people, a hug, a smile, soft 

eyes, etc., was written on the reverse side of each coin. 
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APPENDIX 6 

The questionnaire shown below was given to each participant at the 

end of the day. They were requested to answer each question and to 

submit any suggestion they wished for improving the day. 

Yes 

Do you feel the time today was well spent? 
  

Did the facilitator do an adequate job? 
  

Was the idea of surprise as presented 

today new to you? 
  

Do you enjoy being a senior citizen? 
  

Do you think you will "plant pennies?” 
  

Suggestions for the facilitator: 

 



APPENDIX 7 

ACTUAL PRESENTATION 

As we begin this morning I should like to propose a definition of 

the word surprise. A surprise is a sudden or unexpected event, or an 

unusual thing, that causes wonderment or astonishment. All the things 

you see before you, except the Madonna and Child, are surprises. We do 

not expect to see such posters in our church. 

Our God is a god of surprise. God frequently injected himself 

into the daily lives of the Hebrews, the life of the community and the 

life of the individual. Our Hebrew ancestors were a simple people 

living an uncluttered life. They were open to God coming personally 

into their lives. We by contrast with all our technology and theories 

are so sophisticated that we cannot conceive of God injecting himself 

into our personal lives. In fact, many cannot even conceive of a god. 

1 believe if we truly look at our lives we can see the hand of God 

helping us, gently guiding us. Perhaps this is a surprise to some of 

us. 

Today we are going to think about surprise and of our God as a god 

of surprise. We want to think about how we fit into the picture, how 

we, like our God, can be surprisers. We will use several illustrations 

from both the 01d and New Testaments to show how God indeed chose to act 

in surprising ways. 

Is not creation itself a surprise?  



created a universe so vast we cannot even count the stars! 

God placed mankind on a tiny little star in that universe. 

God caused planets to dance around our insignificant earth. 

God created animals - some seemingly for laughter or for 

amazement, e.g., the giraffe with its tiny head atop a along 

neck. Its small hind legs seem useless yet it can race ac- 

cross the veldt at amazing speeds. It can keep pace with a 

car. The camel with its strange hump can traverse the vast 

deserts without food or water for long periods of time. The 

small yellow insect with its sour sting manufactures the 

sweetest of honey. Finally God created that creature which 

is a mixture of contradictions - confined to a dying body yet 

possessing an eternal soul, bounded by time yet inheritor of 

eternity, having freedom of choice within the bounds of 

determinism, knowledgeable yet ignorant, receiver of God's 

grace yet sinner against God. 

How can we view creation and not say, "Wow! What a surprise?” 

God also dealt with humans in a surprising way. A 75 year old man 

was told by God to leave his native country, taking with him his entire  



household, and go to a land which he, God, would show him. He did as 

God bid him do. When he came to Shechem God said, "I will give this 

land to your descendants." Since he was an old man and had no heir by 

his wife he was surprised. The Lord told him, "Look up to the sky and 

count the stars if you can, Just so shall your descendants be." 

Surprise! God made a covenant with him telling him he would be the 

father of nations. He said, "I will render you exceedingly fertile." 

The covenant was sealed by a name change. Abraham laughed in surprise, 

in wonderment and astonishment. His wife was 90. 

A year later three visitors whom Abraham treated as friends, as 

family, foretold the birth of Isaac. Sarah laughed. God said, "Why did 

Sarah laugh? Is any thing too marvelous for the Lord to do?" Abraham 

was 100 when the child was born. 

Consider the incarnation. Was it not a surprise? God became man! 

Did any other nation have a god who did such a thing? The stories of 

the incarnation are replete with surprises. Mary was a young Jewish 

girl who surely knew of the promised Messiah but she did not expect to 

become the mother of God. Her surprise was so great she could only say, 

"How can this be?" How surprised Joseph was when he found that Mary was 

with child. Was it not a surprise when he found through a dream that 

the infant was the son of the most high? Surely the shepherds were 

surprised at the heavenly music. The Magi came with gifts of great 

wealth for this poor family. Could anyone have failed to have been 

surprised at these events?  



The parables are examples of the imaginative shock or surprise 

used by Jesus in his ministry. Those who listened to the parables could 

not remain just listeners. They were designed so that one had to become 

an active part of the story. In the parable of the good Samaritan the 

hearer identifies so strongly with the man beset by robbers that he lies 

in expectation of those who will come. The Levite and the Priest, 

steeped in Hebrew tradition, could be expected to help. But, no. They 

passed him by. Not losing hope he knows another will yet come. The 

third traveler is a Samaritan. What can an injured Jew expect from a 

detested Samaritan? Surprise! The Samaritan was the embodiment of 

goodness and the love of neighbor. The hearer was forced to see his 

prejudices for what they were. 

I recently found a more modern-day surprise in the paper 

"Generation." An elderly priest offered this tip for young parish 

priests: If you are looking for advice talk things over with the 

grandmothers of your parish. Grandmothers have knowledge, experience 

and wisdom. And, they are not reluctant to give their opinions. They 

have been faithful and fervent in prayer for over 50 years. They know a 

little about life. Why? Because they know Christ, the God of surprise. 

Break: While we are at Mass and lunch I would like you to think about 

your life. Try to see how God has acted in surprising ways leading you 

through the years, gently nudging you. 

Afternoon Session:   

Psalm 139: 13 - 14,  



Up to now I have done all the talking. Now it is your turn. 

Let's take just a few minutes to recall our childhood. Try to remember 

sometime when you were really surprised. Allow about five minutes. 

Let's take time now to share some of these surprises. (1 may have 

to start out if the group seems reluctant to share.) 

Now Tet us remember some surprise during our adult years. Allow 

about five minutes. Give the group an opportunity to share their 

remembrances. Again start the discussion if necessary. Indeed we have 

been surprised. 

’ 

We, you and I, the senior citizens are a unique group of people. 

Never before has mankind lived so long, experienced so much, been so 

richly educated or so medically well attended. We older people have at 

our disposal more knowledge, experience and maturity than any group 

before us. Having lived through all the seasons of life we have a 

unique sense of the entire life cycle. This is our surprise which we 

must share with others. 

Let me share some statistical facts with you. Have an enlargement 

of table 1 from which various bits of information may be shared. 

We cannot kid ourselves. We know that the degeneration caused by 

aging is inevitable. It will increase year by year. No one of us will 

escape it. Many factors decide whether it shall be fast or slow. 

Medical technology is one factor but an even greater factor is mental 

attitude. The body does become different as it ages and more attention  



must be given to maintaining health and to compensating for declining 

physical vigor. But, the young are afflicted with many of the same 

maladies. The big difference between young and old is that some of us 

have just had more experience at living. 

The church affords us a wonderful avenue for sharing all of our 

surprises, experience, knowledge, education, maturity and, yes, aging. 

A parish is a natural setting for a sense of community, of being 

important. It is a natural setting for the generations to contribute to 

each other. We must join in creative relationships with others and with 

God. The best thing about the church is there is no mandatory 

retirement age. Nor is there a retirement pension to encourage us to 

retire to the rocking chair on the veranda. Actually we senior 

citizens, as a group, are among the most active church members. We have 

eagerly accepted the new opportunities to participate and to give 

witness to the beauty and surprise of Christian aging and Christian 

dying. 

However, there are those who do take the way of the rocking chair. 

It is so easy just to finger one's beads at Mass - a lot easier than to 

participate actively. But, is it as fulfilling? How many are ushers? 

Choir members? Lectors? Eucharistic ministers? By such participation 

we share the surprise of our Christian aging. It is easy just to 

contribute financially. How many actually work on the C.S.A. drives? 

By our participation we share the surprise of our Christian aging. It 

is easy to criticize our young people. How many actually work in the 

religious education program for the youth of the parish? How many work  



in the R.C.I.A. Program? By our participation we are sharing the 

surprise of our Christian aging. 

Someone is sitting back there saying, "This is a youth oriented 

society and seniors are not really wanted." What most young folks want 

is for us to move over and make room for them. They want to share not 

to be overshadowed. We have a tremendous opportunity to share the 

surprise of our Christian aging. Let's utilize it! 

Break: 

When I was a little girl my mother told me to do something nice 

for someone else every day. Do it in such a way, she said, that they 

will not know who did it. Do not stay around to see their pleasure at 

your kindness. A friend of mine carried this admonition to an extreme. 

Once in a while she would hide one of her precious pennies for someone 

else to find. She hid it near the sidewalk, perhaps around the roots of 

a tree or in a hole left where the concrete had chipped away. Then with 

chalk she would draw arrows on the sidewalk pointing toward the penny. 

She would write "treasure ahead" or "surprise this way." After that she 

walked away and never knew if her gift made anyone else happy. She 

planted her pennies. 

Just before the break we were talking about planting our pennies, 

experience, knowledge and maturity. 

Pick up the package. You may have wondered about this brightly 

wrapped package. When a little child receives a gift its face lights up  



and its eyes glow. The wrappings are removed - do so. The glow bursts 

into a flame. Wow! Look at my surprise! The natural reaction is to 

show the present and sometimes to share it. I want to be childlike and 

share the contents of this package with you. Please pass the box around 

so everyone can take one of the token-coins it contains. 

We all realize that one day we will be unable to actively plant 

our pennies. But that should not stop us. We have many pennies to 

plant, even when we can no longer actively participate. On the back of 

each token-coin is a suggestion of things we can do or share, a smile, a 

hug, a joke, a laugh, a song, a letter to a shut-in, a telephone call, 

sitting quietly with another, holding someone's hand, a compliment, 

greeting a stranger, saying thank you, a prayer, tears, sharing a young 

person's dream, insights, ideals, soft eyes, etc. This can and must be 

our ministry of surprise even in advancing age. 

Every so often when we hear the musical words: "what a pleasant 

surprise," every so often when people are overwhelmed with laughter, we 

will know that ministers of surprise are around and active and that 

through them God is visible to others. 

Our God is a god of surprise. The Lord, himself, often surprised 

his disciples and his people with marvelous gifts of joy and faith. His 

special style of ministry is needed today more than ever in our somewhat 

impersonal, computerized world. Let us go out and plant our pennies!  
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“WAS I stumble through this life, 

help me to create more laughter than tears, 

dispense more happiness than gloom, 

spread more cheer than despair...   
Never let me become SO indifferent 

that I'will fail to see the wonder 

in the eyes of a child 

or the twinkle in the eyes of the aged. 

Never let me forget that my total effort 

is ‘to cheer people, make them happy 

and forget at.least momentarily 

211 the unpleasantness in their lives. 

And, in my final moment, 

may 1 hear You whisper: 

"When you made My people smile, 

You made Me smile." 

AUTHOR UNKNOWN  



All I Ever Really Needed 
To IKnow I Learned 

In Kindergarten 
This is written by a retired Unitarian nunister in 

Scatile, Robert Tulghum. It has been circulated in- 

Jormally, and has began appearing in print and on 
the radio. 

Most of what I really need to know about 
how to live and what to do and how to be, 
I learned in kindergarten. Wisdom was not 
at the top of the graduate school mountain, 
but there, in the sandbox at nursery school. 

These are the things [I learned: Share 
everything. Play fair. Don’t hit people. Put 
things back where you found them. Clean 
up your own mess. Don’t take things that 
aren’t yours. Say you're sorry when you 
hurt somebody. Wash your hands belore 
you cat. Flush. Warm cookies and cold 
milk arc good for you. Live a balanced life. 
Learn some and draw and paint and sing 
and dance and play everyday some. Take 
a nap cvery alternoon. When you go out 
into the world, watch for traffic, hold hands 
and stick gether. Be aware of wonder. 
Remember the little seed in the plastic cup. 
The roots go down and the plant goes up 
and nobody knows how or why, but we are 
all Tike that. 

Goldfish and hamsters and white mice 
and cven the litte seed in the plastic cup— 
they all die. So do we 

And then remember the book about Dick 
and Jane and the first word you learned, 
the biggest word of all: LOOK. Everything 
you need to know is there somewhere. The 
Golden Rule and love and basic sanitation. 
Ecology and politics and sane living, 

Think of what a better world it would be 
tf we all—the whole world—had cookies 
and milk about 3 o'clock cvery afternoon 
and then lay down with our blankets for a 
nap. Or 1f we had a basic policy in our na- 
tion and other nations to always put things 
back where we found them, and cleaned 
up our own messes. And it is still true, no 
matter how old you are, when you go out 
into the world, it is best to hold hands and 
stick-toncther. -clim- 

“- 

(Submitted by Pont Fle y, Pittsburgh, 1H - Area 4)  



GRANNY AND ENERGIZERS 

You know Granny 1s very particular about the types of 

exercises she does in this modern age when Jane Fonda lays down 

the rules to keep fit. In a time period when George Burns makes 

old age not only all right but almost fashionable, Granny was 

asked what keeps her in such good running condition. 

"Well,” she said, "many people who are engaged in sedentary 

occupations do not realize that calories can be burned by the 

hundreds by engaging in strenuous aétivities that deo not require 

physical exercise. Here's the way I count my calories," she 

retorted, and flung the following list into my lap. 

Beating around the bush 

Jumping to conclusions 

Climbing the walls 

Swallowing your pride 

Passing the buck 

Throwing your weight around 
(depending on your weight)....s.....50-300 

Dragging your heels 

Pushing your luck 

Making mountains out of molehills......... 

Hitting the nail on the head 

Wading through paperwork...seces cece cess nny 

Bending over backwards 75 

Jumping on the bandwagoOh. cess sores sss one 200 

Bunning around in circles 350 

Eating crow,. 

Tooting your own horn 

Adding fuel to the fire 

Opening a can Of WOrMS.. over ess ovrainessssrnaBD0 

"Now don't you go following my list! Doggone it, make up 

your own. That's what 1 did}! 

J FF - 1 = 
“Tf 

§Y, MARY-OF.THE.- WOODS COLLEGE LIBRARY Edited from an article in 

The Stonehill Gazette, Oct. '86  



ABOUT BEING AN 

ACTIVE OLDER 
CHRISTIAN 

ERE 

  te



What do you mean, 

ACTIVE OLDER 
CHRISTIAN 

c 

An active older 
Christian is someone 
who makes the most 
of his or her age and 
experience to: 

GROW 
and mature in Christ 

TAKE 
an active part in the 
life of the church -- 
God's family 

    
LIVE 
his or her life to its 
fullest potential. 9) 

XN lS 
Jesus calls people 
of all ages to serve. “ Forgetting 

t's never too late what lies behind and 

so respond 2 ore straining forward to 
ere's no sv what lies ahead, | 

thing as “retiring” press on toward . . . 

from Christian the upward call of 

service. God in Christ Jesus.” 
Philippians 3:13-14 

Scripture quotations are from the RSV 
Common Bible, copyright © 1973; used Scripture quotations in this booklet are 
by permission. intended to refer to both sexes. 

A SCRIPTOGRAPHIC BOOKLET by CHANNING L. BETE CO., INC., South Deerfield, MA 01373 US.A. 

© 1987 All rights reserved. Tel. 1-413-665-7611 1987 Edition 15842A-11-87  



Why is it 

IMPORTANT 
+o be an aetive Christian 

at my age 

° 
Because you 
have 2 vital role to 
play in God's family. 

YOUR CHURCH 1S A FAMILY 
You have the opportunity to join with peo- 
ple of all ages, needs and abilities and 
grow in faith. 

BY TAKING AN 
ACTIVE PART 
in the life of your 
church, you have 
the opportunity to 
enrich your life 
and the lives of 
others. 

YOU HAVE MUCH 
TO CONTRIBUTE -- 
AND MUCH TO GAIN! 

‘“.. For we walk by 
faith, not by sight.” 

2 Corinthians 5:7 

Learn more . .. 
2  



GOD'S FAMILY NEEDS YOU! 
The church can’t succeed in its mission without 

your participation. Your church needs you to help 

people to: 
  

WORD OF GOD AND \ 
THE GOOD NEWS 
OF JESUS 
The Gospel message of 
peace and salvation pro- 
vides purpose and mean- 
ing to lives that may 
otherwise be empty. 

LEARN ABOUT THE 

(n 

“And how are they to 
believe in him of whom 
they have never heard?’ 

Romans 10:14     

CREATE A 
BETTER WORLD 

By striving to achieve 
goals of peace and social 
justice, the church helps 
make the world a better 
place for all to live - now 
and in the future. 

“How can one feed these 
men with bread here in 
the desert?’ 

Mark 8:4 

People of all ages and 
abilities are needed.  



  

  
MEET THEIR NEEDS 

The church is a community full of love 
and strength, through which one’s spirit- 
ual, physical and material needs can be 
fulfilled. 

& Q “What does it profit, 
my brethren, if a 
man says he has 
faith but has not 
works?” 

James 2:14 

  

yo 

REALIZE THEIR 
POTENTIAL 

By helping people meet 
their basic needs, the 
church enables them to 
grow, mature and live 
up to their abilities. 

“What is impossible 
with men is possible 
with God.” 

“Do you believe that | Luke 18:27 
am able to do this?’ 

Matthew 9:28    



GROW IN FAITH 

When you give of 
yourself, you: 

e strengthen your rela- 
tionship with God 

e develop a deeper 
awareness and under- 
standing of your Chris- 
tian faith 

e are better able to ex- 
press your love for 

  
  

  

  
 



  

  

ENRICH THE 
LIVES OF OTHERS 

Sharing your experience, 
maturity, time and talents 
can make a difference in 
the lives of people who 
are: 

® spiritually adrift 

® hungry 

® sick 

* lonely 

® uneducated 

¢ disabled. 

SEL 

  

  

  

      

ENRICH 
YOUR LIFE 

Through your involvement 
with God's family, you're 
better able to: 

e fulfill spiritual and 
physical needs 

®* meet new challenges 
and grow as a person 

¢ build meaningful rela- 
tionships with those you 
serve 

¢ feel appreciated and 
needed. 

    

  
     



SPECIAL TALENTS 
AND ABILITIES? 
Am | a good listener or organ- 
izer? Do | have skills in a trade 
such as carpentry or 
plumbing? Each of 
us has talents that 
the church can use. 

BETTER USE OF 
MY TIME? eon 
Am | using it the way 
God expects me to? Have 
| set aside time for help- 
ing others? As one of 
God’s most valuable gifts 
to us, time is too precious 
to waste! 

YOUR CONTRIBUTIONS COUN 

Your special gifts are blessings 
from God. Make the most of them.  



WHAT ARE MY 
SPECIAL INTERESTS? 
What are my hobbies and 
other favorite activities? Can 
| use them to benefit others? 
Sharing common interests 
enables people to learn about 
new things -- and each other. 

§ J) 
$A 

WHAT KNOWLEDGE 
AND EXPERIENCE DO 
| HAVE TO SHARE? 
What have | learned during & 
my lifetime? Could it make A 
a difference in someone 

- else’s life? People of all oY 
ages need Christian guid- 
ance and direction. 

© 

each has received a gift, employ 
for one another, as good stewards 
God's varied grace. . .”’ 

1 Peter 4:10  



  

  
  

      
  

    
  

TN 

How ean | 

CONTRIBUTE 

~~] 

There are many ways 
-- you're limited only 
by your imagination. 
For example, you may 
be able to contribute 
through: | 

  

  

  

WORSHIP SERVICES | 
Your regular 
participation is 
what’s most im- 
portant. You can 
also help as an 
usher, a greeter, 
a choir member, 
etc. 

  

Volunteers are 
needed for fund- 
raising events, 
visitation and 
transportation 
programs -- and 
lots more. 

  

TEACHING 

church youth or 
adult education 

class. You can 

also lead a work- 

shop or job train- 
ing program. 

You can teach a (BAG 

Wiig 
\ 0 

™N 
  

    

    

  
      
               



        
    
  

                      
    

  
    

                                

  

COMMUNITY 
SERVICE }.) 
You can help 
with “meals- 
on-wheels,”’ 
community 
gardens, foster 
parent or grand- 
parent pro- 
grams, etc. 

  

  

SOCIAL JUSTICE GROUPS 

You can help 
at food banks, 
clothing distribu- 
tion centers or 
shelters for the 
homeless. You 
can help sup- 
port political 
changes, too. 
  

OTHER AREAS WHERE YOU 
CAN CONTRIBUTE INCLUDE: 

¢ child care 

e community centers HOSPITAL 

¢ fuel assistance programs 

¢ legal aid services 4 

® medical services 

® overseas volunteer 
organizations and 
ministries 

® thrift shops. 

  

   

    
    

  

        

      
      
      

  

    

Ask. your pastor 
or someone from 
the church staff 
about how you 
ean become more 
active in your 

church. And, if 
you're already 
involved, stay 
involved! 

Check. your phone 
book. for more 
information about 
resources and 
programs in 
your area.



  
  

USE YOUR TIME WISELY 
Every day, set aside some time for: 

PRAYER 
Prayer is a way of life for all ages. 
It enables you to: 

e TALK directly to God 

e EXPRESS your love 

e GIVE thanks 

e FIND peace with God and yourself 

eo EXPERIENCE God's forgiveness 

e SEEK God's comfort 

e DISCOVER God’s plan for you so 
you can make the most of God's 
gift of life. 

/ 1\ 
/ / ZA 

/ 
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PERSONAL GROWTH 
God wants us to become all 
that we can and our ex- 
perience is an asset!   ¢ Be flexible -- seek new 

challenges and experiences. 

e Develop new skills and 
interests. 

® Keep a positive, ‘‘can do” 
attitude. 

e Establish goals and strive to 
reach them. 

7 
2) 

  
  

              2   
    

    
 Bome ideas fo = Sorther person growth: 

o Sign up for an adult education class. 

* Take advantage of available resources: libraries, com- 
‘munity centers, church programs, etc. 

     



ENCOURAGE OTHERS 
TO JOIN YOU 

Help others experience the peace and joy that comes 
from leading an active Christian life. 

  

INVITE FRIENDS 
OF ALL AGES 
to join you at worship 
services and other 
church activities. 

HELP OTHERS 
DISCOVER 
how they can con- 
tribute to the church 
and community. 

  

  

        
  

SHARE 
YOUR LOVE 
by continuing to build 
‘new relationships 
and strengthen old 
ones. 

VISIT PEOPLE 
who are shut-in or 
isolated. Help them 
to see their worth as 
church members. 

BE AN EXAMPLE 
of living faith. Let 
your actions reflect 
your commitment to 
Jesus. 

  
Your encouragement 
can make 3 difference!      



S00-- 

ACCEPT THE CHALLENGE -- 
BE AN ACTIVE CHRISTIAN 

FOR LIFE! 

J SHARE J PARTIIPATE + STRENGTHEN 
your time in worship your commitment 
and talents. services. to Jesus through 

prayer and 
Bible study. 

  

  

Make the 
most of the 
opportunities 

God gives 
you!  



LITHO IN U.S.A 

 



TABLE 1. 

This compiled information was obtained from the following sources: 

A Catholic Guide to the Mature Years pp. 11, 71, Winter Grace p. 1, 
  

"Today" Show January 30, 1989 and 1989 Information Please Almanac p. 753. 
  

  

Data 
  

  

those over 65 outnumbered teens for the first 

time. 

2/3 of those who have ever lived beyond 65 are 
living today. 

1/4 to 2/5 of all U.S. Catholics are 50 or over, 

35 million in the U.S. will be 65 or over. 

those 65 and over will outnumber teens two to 

one. 

only 41% of U.S. population will be under 35. 

75 million in the U.S. will be 65 or over, 

total U.S. population will be approximately 

310.7 ‘mi11ion. 

approximately 28.5 million will be over 80.  



TABLE 2 

Diocese of Gaylord 

21 counties - 11,171 sq. miles. 

Total Population (approximately) 
  

Total number Catholics (approximately) 

Number Catholics over 65 (approximately) 

Based on 1985 statistical data of the diocese of Gaylord. 

Total number 

Total number 

Total number 

Total number 

Total number 

Tota? number 

Secular 

priests serving diocese 

priests over 80 years 
  

priests 70 to 79 
  

priests 65 to 69 
  

priests 40 to 64 
  

priests under 40 
  

Ratio of priests to laity (approximately) 

Ratio of priests per square mile 
  

Number resident Pastoral Administrators 

Ordered 

  

(A11 are "religious"!) 

Based on 1989 Directory of the Diocese of Gaylord. 

Bishop Rose's Office Reports: 

Possible number ordinations in 1989 
  

Possible number ordinations in 1991 
  

Possible number ordinations in 1992 
   



TABLE 1. 

This compiled information was obtained from the following sources: 

A Catholic Guide to the Mature Years pp. 11, 71, Winter Grace p. 1, 

"Today" Show January 30, 1989 and 1989 Information Please Almanac p. 783. 
  

  

Data 

those over 65 outnumbered teens for the first 

time. 

2/3 of those who have ever lived beyond 65 are 

living today. 

1/4 to 2/5 of all U.S. Catholics are 50 or over. 

35 million in the U.S. will be 65 or over. 

those 65 and over will outnumber teens two to 

one. 

only 41% of U.S. population will be under 35. 

75 million in the U.S. will be 65 or over. 

total U.S. population will be approximately 

310.7 million. 

2080 approximately 28.5 million will be over 

80.  



TABLE 2 

Diocese of Gaylord 

21 counties - 11,171 sq. miles. 

Total Population (approximately) 
  

Total number Catholics (approximately) 

Number Catholics over 65 (approximately) 

Based on 1985 statistical data of the diocese of Gaylord. 

1989 

Total number priests serving diocese 
  

  

Total number priests over 80 years 

Total number priests 70 to 79   

Total number priests 65 to 69   

Total number priests 40 to 64   

Total number priests under 40   

Ratio of priests to laity (approximately) 

Ratio of priests per square mile 
  

Number resident Pastoral Administrators 

410,959 

90,000 

12,150 

Ordered 

1 to 200 

1'to 183 

6   

(A11 are "religious"!) 

Based on 1989 Directory of the Diocese of Gaylord. 

Bishop Rose's Office Reports: 

Possible number ordinations in 1989 

Possible number ordinations in 1991 
  

Possible number ordinations in 1992 
   


