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PART I-ORIENTATION 
 
If someone is going to consider taking part in a ministry to the elderly, he needs to know 
what is required.  He must come to grips with the needs.  He must discern what the word 
of God directs him to do.  He must assess his own gifts and recognize his strengths and 
weaknesses.  And, above all, he must develop a genuine concern for the welfare of those 
to whom he would minister. 
 
Part I has been put together to help such a person orient himself to the tasks and 
challenges of a nursing home ministry. Read and ponder the sections you find there 
before you begin to wrestle with the how to in the subsequent parts of the manual.  
 
PLEASE RESPOND  
 
by Calvin Freeman, Geneva College  
 
Anyone who visits nursing homes has stories to tell, and I am no exception. The 
stories point to the tremendous need.  
 
Mr. Joseph Dean was a lonely man. He was living at the Geriatric Center and 
there were few people there with whom he could communicate. He was deeply 
interested in spiritual things; he liked to talk about the Bible and problems 
related to it. Mr. Dean had no living relatives that I know of, and only 
occasionally did any friend have time to visit him-so he was very much alone. Mr. 
Dean longed for release from the pain and anguish of his world.  
 
'I was disappointed when I woke up this morning," he told me one day  
 
"Why?" I asked.  
 
"I prayed last night that when I awoke this morning I would be in heaven. Instead, when 
I opened my eyes I found I was still here!"  
 
Mr. Dean's experience was not all that unusual. The number of happy people in a 
nursing home often is quite small.  
 
It is difficult for someone to lose not only his friends, but also his independence. Mr. 
Dean was confined to bed and was totally dependent upon the nursing assistants who 
might not be able to come when he needed them. There were times when he sat for hours 
on a bed pan waiting for the nurses to come.  
 
I remember well one lady with Parkinson's disease who was unable to keep her hands 
from jerking and who, though she enjoyed reading, was finding it more and more 
impossible. This lady, who gave no evidence of being a Christian, would ask, "Why me? 
Why is this happening to me?" I remember another elderly lady from a Christian Science 
background who was in great pain as she lay dying with cancer. I remember telling her of 
the nature of Christ-that he was not just man but both God and man. "To think," she 
repeated over and over again, "I have been wrong all these years." She thanked me for 
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telling her and at that time gave evidence of committing herself to Christ, the eternal Son 
of God.  
 
Another lady, who had been a nurse and had spent her life sacrificing and giving 
to others, told me that she had always expected that when she became old there, 
would be someone to do the same thing for her that she had done for others. It 
was a big disappointment for her to learn that her own life of giving was not a 
guarantee that she would be remembered when she was old. Her own daughter, 
married to a millionaire, did not have time to bring her postage stamps.  
 
These examples point to some of the many needs that exist among the aged. But 
it is not enough merely to become aware of the needs. We must also become 
aware of our obligation as Christians. I think of the passage in James which tells 
us that faith without works is dead. The Christian simply cannot face needs 
without at the same time becoming aware of the obligation.  
 
If a brother or sister be naked, and destitute of daily food, and one of you say unto them, 
Depart in peace, be ye warmed and filled; notwithstanding ye give them not those things 
which are needful to the body; what doth it profit? Even so faith, if it hath not works, is 
dead, being alone.  
 
James 2:15-17 (KJV)  
 

I think also of that well-known passage from St. Paul's letter written to the church 
at Philippi. God's people are called upon to have in them the same mind which 
was in Christ Jesus. We are not to be preoccupied with ourselves but rather we 
should be deeply concerned about the needs of others, even as Christ was willing 
to forget his own rights to the privileges of heaven and in obedience to his Father 
humiliate himself on this earth, making himself of no reputation and becoming 
obedient unto death, even the death on the cross (see Phil. 2:4ff.). These two 
passages point to the obligation that is placed upon all Christians to forget 
themselves and to follow their Lord by showing mercy and love for those who are 
in need. This lifestyle of service after the manner of Christ is filled with countless 
blessings and innumerable rewards. Please respond.  
 
 

HONOR  
 

Wherever we turn in the Bible, we consistently see exhortations to honor the 
aged. In the Ten Commandments (Ex. 20:1-17) we find the well-known 
commandments to honor father and mother, whatever their age. Other 
commandments prohibit afflicting or taking advantage of the widow (for 
example, Ex. 22:22). Leviticus 19:32 also makes our attitude to the elderly 
abundantly clear: "You shall rise up before the gray headed, and honor the aged. . 
. “The New Testament likewise promotes an attitude of honor as it reiterates the 
command to honor parents in particular (Matt. 15:1-9; Eph. 6:2, 3) and the 
elderly in general (I Tim. 5:1-3).  
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The scriptural examples of honor and dishonor give us a clearer idea of exactly what 
honor is. In relation to honoring God through sacrifice and through his Son (Mal. 1:6-14; 
1 Sam. 2:27-30; John 5:22, 23) we see that to honor is to esteem, revere, regard, respect, 
give recognition to, or recognize the value, importance, or significance of someone. Some 
antonyms and divergent concepts are to despise, reject, mock, show contempt for, be 
ashamed of, or speak evil of someone (Is. 53:3; Ps. 22:6, 7; Deut. 28:49, 50; Prov. 30:17).  
 
Honor is an attitude of the heart which issues in action. In Matthew 15: 1-9 Christ 
condemns the attitude of the Pharisee who says that he has pledged his 
belongings to God so he doesn't have to give them to his needy parents. Christ 
describes this action as putting the traditions of men (pledging to God) before the 
commandment of God (honoring parents).  

Assuming that we do have a heart attitude of honor, how can we make it complete 
by showing honor through our actions? The Bible has some helpful suggestions. 
In the Old Testament we see God's care for the widow as he protects her (Ps. 
68:5-physical, psychological needs), provides for her (Deut. 14:28, 29-material 
needs), includes her in feasts (Deut. 16:10-15 -social, cultural, spiritual needs), 
shows special compassion on her (Ex. 22:22; cf. Is. 9:17-emotional needs), and 
executes justice for her (Deut. 10:18-legal needs). In the New Testament, honor 
involves taking care of, giving priority to (Matt. 15:1-9; Rom. 12:10-21). First 
Timothy 5: 1-8, 16 tells us how to provide for the needs of widows. John 19:25-27 
shows us-as a model-Jesus' care of his mother.  

With these examples in mind it is not hard to see many ways in which we can 
honor the elderly in nursing homes.  Good manners such as rising when they 
enter, not calling them by their first names until they ask us to do so, knocking on 
their doors before entering, asking permission to enter or sit down-these are 
obvious ways to show honor.  In addition, we can honor them by listening well-to 
their sorrows, their reminiscences, even their complaints. 

 
 
Note: Part III of this manual ("Visitation") gives many helpful and workable 
suggestions that can be implemented as you visit elderly folk in your own local 
nursing homes.  
 
When honoring the elderly seems especially difficult, remember that in God's 
view of things the greatest honor is given to what is often considered the least 
honorable (I Cor. 12:12-26). It is a privilege and a blessing to stand firm against 
the ways the world views things and to see with the eyes of God as we honor the 
elderly.  
 
MINISTRY TO THE ELDERLY: AN OUTLINE FOR BIBLE STUDY  
 
This outline should help you discover, if you don't already know, what Scripture has to say 
concerning the elderly, their role in the family of God and the responsibility the church has to 
minister to them.  
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The purpose of the outline is to get you in touch with the relevant passages of Scripture. The next 
stage depends on you. Plan to spend some time in the passages that are listed below. Get yourself 
a notebook to record your reflections and insights as you study.  
 
Don't try to work through the whole outline in one sitting. There is too much there. Instead, work 
through only a portion of the outline at one sitting, in keeping with a plan and schedule that will 
take you through the whole within a week or so.  
 
Tag these passages in your Bible. You will find yourself wanting to share many of them with 
people you will be meeting in your ministry.  
 
I.   A biblical view of the elderly and aging  
 

A. Old age can be a privilege. 
 1. Old age is a blessing.  

a. It is a sign of the blessing of the Messianic Age.  
(1) Is. 65:20 (see vss. 17-25). With reference to the new heavens and the new 
earth long life is assured.  
(2) Zech. 8:3-5; Jer. 31:13. When Jerusalem is restored, the old will be there.  

b. It is a reward for piety.  
(1) Deut. 30:19, 20. Loving obedience to God is rewarded with long life.  
(2) Ex. 20:12. Honor to father and mother results in long life.  
(3) Job 42:16, 17. Job's perseverance was rewarded with long life.  
(4) For further study, Ps. 91:14-16; Eph. 6:1-3.  

c. It is a token of divine favor.  
(1) Gen. 15:13-15. Abraham is assured of God's blessing of old age.  
(2) Ps. 128:5, 6. To live to see one's grandchildren is a blessing of God.  

(3) 1 Sam. 2:31, 32. Lack of age implies a curse.  

d. Old age, however, is not always a blessing.  
(1) Deut. 28:50. God curses those who do not obey him; this curse bears on the 

elderly.  
(2) Is. 3:5; 9:14, 15; Jer. 51:22b. God is no respecter of persons in his 

chastisement and punishment. The details of these curses are of interest.  
2. Old age is honored and respected.  

a. Honor of old age in the Old Testament.  
(1)  Lev. 19:32. "You shall rise up before the gray headed, and honor the aged, 

and you shall revere your God; I am the Lord." Our attitude of honor 
manifests itself in behavior.  

(2)  For further study, see Job 29:8; Wisd. of Sol. 2:10; Ecclus. 8:6.  
b. Honor of old age in the New Testament.  

(1)  I Tim. 5:1, 2. The old are to be treated with the same honor due to our 
parents.  

(2) 1 Pet. 5:5. The younger are to be subject to the elder.  
(3)  For further study on the honor due parents, see Ex. 20:12; Lev. 19:3; Deut. 

5:16; Eph. 6:1-3; Matt. 15:1-9; Mark 7:6-12.  
c. The honor of the old is recognized as a new kind of beauty (cf. Prov. 20:29; 

16:31).  
3. God's covenant promises are given to the elderly.  

a. Is. 46:3, 4. God's faithfulness is constant, being manifested as compassionate 
care to his elderly saints.  
b. Ps. 71. Here a righteous man prays to God in his old age, praising him for his 
righteousness and faithfulness (vss. 19, 22-24), and calling upon God in his time 
of need. The whole psalm deserves careful attention.  
c. Ps. 103:5. God renews the youth of his people (cf. Is. 40:28- 31).  
d. John 3:4-8. God can give new life even to the elderly.  
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e. Ps. 92:14, 15. God promises fruitfulness to the elderly.  
f. Ps. 146:5-9; 147:3, 6; Jas. 1:27. Widows are a privileged class for God's care and 
provide a model for our care of the elderly.  

(1)  Ps. 68:5. God protects the widow.  
(2)  Deut. 10: 18; 27:19; Is. 47:6. God executes justice for the widow and 
curses those who pervert justice for the widow.  
(3)  Deut. 14:29; 26:12, 13; 24:19-21; Acts 6:1-7; 1 Tim. 5:1-16; John 
19:26, 27. God provides for the financial and material needs of the 
widows.  
(4)  Deut. 16:10, 11, 13, 14; Zech. 8:3, 4. God makes special provisions to 
include  the widow in the covenant life of his people. Here they are to 
rejoice at the feasts of God with his people. This may well indeed have 
implications for the presence of the elderly at the Lord's Supper, the New 
Testament feast of God.  
(5) Is. 9-17. God's special attitude toward the widow is compassion.  
(6) 1 Tim. 5:1-16. Further New Testament applications are detailed here.  
(7) Luke 7:11-17. Jesus has compassion on the widow of Nain, exercising 
his redemptive power on her behalf.  

 
B. Old age can be a time of special trial.  

1. Old age can be a time of fear and anxiety.  
a. Ps. 71:9-13ff. The vulnerability and weakness of old age is a special concern 

even for the righteous.  
b. Eccles. 12:1-7. This is often read as a classic description of the infirmities of old 

age. The Good News Bible provides an especially helpful translation.  
2. Old age can be a time of failing health.  

a. Eccles. 12:1-7. This description is worth a rereading.  
b. Gen. 27: 1; 48: 10; I Sam. 4: 1 5; 2 Sam. 19:35; 1 Kings 14:4. The eyesight and 
senses of the elderly often fail. (For a positive benefit of this, see 2 Cor. 4:16-18; 
5:7.)  
c. 2 Cor. 4:16-5:10; 1 King 15:23. Age brings decay to the outer man.  

3. Old age does not always diminish strength.  
a. Deut. 34:7. Moses was strong and healthy at 120 years of age.  
b. Josh. 14:10-12. Caleb also remained strong into his eighty- fifth year and was 
ready for further adventures.  

 
II. The opportunities and responsibilities of the elderly  

A. God's expectations of elderly Christians.  
1. Old age provides opportunities.  

a.  Ps. 71:18; 48:13. Old age provides an opportunity to show God's faithfulness.  
b.  Ps. 90:12; Heb. 5:14. Old age provides an opportunity to become wise.  
c.  Lev. 19:32; Rev. 1: 14 (Dan. 7:13). Old age provides an opportunity to "picture" 
God, the Ancient of Days.  
d. Matt. 24:13. Old age provide an opportunity to persevere. 

 2. The elderly can be a benefit to others.  
a.  Job 12:12; 1 Kings 12:6 ff. The wisdom gained through long life can benefit 

others.  
b.  Ps. 37:25. The experience of the elderly can provide spiritual encouragement.  
c.  Ezra 3:10-12. The elderly can be a source of tradition, order, "roots."  

3. Elderly saints are presented to us in Scripture in several ways. a. Ps. 92:12-15. Here the 
righteous elderly are pictured as a flourishing tree.  

(1) Vs. 12. The elderly are to flourish and grow in faith (cf. Ps. 1:1-3; Phil. 1:9; 
1 Thess. 4:1).  

(2) Vs. 13. The elderly are to be in the house of the Lord (cf. Eph. 2:19ff.; I 
Pet. 2:4-10, esp. vs. 5; Heb. 3:6).  
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(3) Vs. 14. The elderly are to bear fruit (cf. John 15; Gal. 5:22, 23; Matt. 5-7; 
Eph. 4-6; 2 Cor. 4, 5). Inner character development is always a responsibility 
and opportunity for the Christian.  
(4) Vs. 15. The elderly are to display and proclaim the Lord's uprightness, 
steadfastness (cf. Ps. 71:15, 24; 37:25; Phil. 1:19-26).  

b.  Luke 2:25-38. Simeon and Anna are two New Testament illustrations of Ps. 
92:12-15. Notice as many specific correlations as possible between these two 
saints and the picture in Ps. 92.  
c.  I Tim. 5:5, 6. Here the "real widow" gives us a picture of what is expected of 
the elderly Christian woman. These then are expectations and responsibilities 
that may be held up to both young and old as goals (see vss. 9, 10 for the bearing 
of these goals on the "pre-widows").  
d.  Titus 2:2-5, 11-15. Paul gives specific commands to the old men and the old 
women. Notice the authority with which these instructions are commended in 
verse 12.  
e.  Eccles. 11:8; Joel 2:28; Acts 2:17; Zech. 8:4 may be consulted for further study.  

B.  Responsibilities of the non-Christian elderly.  
1 .Everyone is under obligation to love God with all his heart, soul, mind and strength, 
and his neighbor as himself.  
2. "All have sinned" (Rom. 3:23) and are called to repent of their sin and believe in Jesus, 
the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.  
3. All men, then, must submit to the lordship of Christ Jesus (Phil. 2: 1 0).  

 
A. The church's responsibility to the elderly begins with Christians (Gal. 6: 10).  

I .Lev. 19:32; 1 Tim. 5:1, 2 (see 1, A, 2 above). The church must honor the elderly.  
2. Jas. 1:27; Matt. 25:36. The church must visit the elderly.  

3. Ps. 71:9, 18. The church must not forsake or cast off the elderly.  
a. Deut. 16:11, 14. The elderly, especially the widows, are to be included in the 

community life of the church. Do not accept the pattern of isolation of the elderly so often 
imposed by the world around us.  

b. 2 Sam. 19:31-40. The desire of the elderly to stay at home should be honored.  
c. I Tim. 5:4, 8, 16. The family has a special role to play in the care of the elderly. The 
church has a responsibility to teach families to be obedient to God's word at this 
point.  
d. I Tim. 5:3, 9ff.; Deut. 14:29. The church is called upon to provide for certain 

widows.  
4. Ps. 68:5; Deut. 10: 18; Ex. 22:21-24; Jer. 7:6. Even as God executes justice and protects 
widows, the church as the body of Christ surely must be like God in this concern.  
5. The church's responsibility to the elderly includes preparation for old age-and that 
starts early-and the prevention of future difficulties.  

a. Ps. 71:6; John 15: 1 -1 1. The elderly need to be taught to trust God. This starts 
from childhood.  

b. 2 Tim. 1: 5; Gen. 17:7; Ruth 4:14-17; John 19:26, 27. Covenantal families must be 
developed.  

c. I Tim. 5:10-16; Titus 2:2-5, 11-15. The elderly must learn what is expected of them.  
d. Titus 2:3-5. Opportunities for the elderly to instruct the younger are vital.  
e. Gal. 6:7ff. The aging process needs to be understood: there are physical, mental 
and spiritual consequences of our manner of living.  
f. Ps. 1:2. Here development of a life of prayer and meditation is encouraged.  

B.  The church also has a responsibility to non-Christians.  
1.  I .Gal. 6: 10. We are to do good to all men as we have the opportunity.  
2. Matt. 28:19, 20. We have been commissioned by our Lord to make disciples of all 
nations. Certainly we are not to overlook the elderly in our desire to proclaim the gospel 
of eternal life to all men. The love of God is to be expressed in word and deed.  
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IV. Ministering to the elderly  
 
A.  The motives for working with the elderly. I .I Cor. 10: 3  

1. To bring glory to God.  
2. 2 Cor. 1:3-7. To worship and thank God. 
3. Gal. 5:6. To show our faith.  
4. Matt. 7:24-27; Matt. 25:31-46; Jas. 1:22-25; 1 Tim. 5:1-6. To obey God's commands.  
5. 1 Cor. 12:12-27; Rom. 12; Col. 2:19; Eph. 4:15, 16. To build up the church.  

 
B.  The privilege of working with the elderly.  

1. .Matt. 25:40; Rom. 8:29; 2 Cor. 3:18. To be with Christ in his work, becoming more and 
more like Jesus.  

2. Gal. 2:20; 1 Tim. 3:13; Jas. 1:25. To know more of God's love, mercy and compassion 
through Christ in us ministering to others.  
3 .2 Cor. 4:18. To be involved in the temporal sickness and suffering that so often point up 
the eternal realities: life, death and judgment.  
4. Is. 65; Zech. 8:4, 5; Rev. 21, 22.  

 
C.  Suggestions for working with the elderly.  

1..Show deep care for their needs-physical (encourage the staff, pray for needs); 
emotional (visit, listen, pray); and spiritual (conduct worship services, read Scripture, 
pray).  
2. Encourage the development of talents and abilities of the elderly.  
3 .Encourage friends outside the nursing home to join you in your efforts.  
4. Be sensitive to family and community relations that the elderly have. Encourage these 
others to become more involved.  
5. Give small gifts or cards on birthdays and/or Christmas, etc.  
6. Share the greatest gift of all-salvation through Jesus Christ.  

 
As you look through the rest of this manual, you will read more about many of these suggestions, 
about how to make these goals more concrete. Don't be overwhelmed by the number of 
suggestions. Start with one area where you think God is calling you to work-and move on from 
there. We have made relatively few suggestions, really. We trust God will bring others to your 
mind, so that the ministry to the elderly may be as varied and rich as possible.  
 
QUALIFICATIONS FOR BEING A SERVANT OF CHRIST  
 
Our Father has good works prepared for each of us to do, works that delight Him, 
bring us joy and satisfaction, and bless others with a more personal knowledge of 
His love and mercy.  Even more than His servants, we are His children, sons and 
daughters of God and he wants to use us to serve him and bring him glory. 
Although he has created each of us as a distinct individual, there are certain 
qualities that we should have or be striving for if we are to minister to others. 
Reflect on the following Scripture passages and assess your qualifications for 
service to Christ.  
 

For God so loved the world ...     John 3:16  
 
God loved us enough to give up his only Son to die for our sins. Knowing and 
experiencing that love is crucial as we carry on a ministry to the elderly. Without 
continually being sustained by God's abiding love, without drawing deeply from the wells 
of salvation, there is no strength, no life, no joy in our ministry. "We love, because He 
first loved us" (I John 4:19).  
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“'My sheep hear My voice, and l know them, and they follow me."   John 10:27  

 
The Bible is very clear about what it means to hear and follow Jesus. Matthew 
25:31-46 gives some practical ways to follow-feeding the hungry, showing 
hospitality to strangers, giving clothes to the poor, visiting the sick and the 
prisoner. Are you willing to be not only a hearer of the word, but a doer of it also 
(James. 1:22)? If you aren't, says James, then you delude yourself.  
 

We know love by this, that He laid down his life for us; and we ought to lay 
down our lives for the brethren.       
 I John 3:16  

 
One quality we should expect to see in a servant of Christ is a sacrificial love like his. 
Philippians 2 tells us that Christ gave up his heavenly home and became a servant, 
obeying God even to the point of death. This should be our standard of love-not merely 
words, but self-giving deeds (see I John 3:18).  
 

But if we are afflicted, it is for your comfort and salvation; or if we are 
comforted, it is for your comfort  ...       
  2 Corinthians. 1:6a  

 
The Christian life is characterized by affliction-affliction that comes from 
knowing Christ, "and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His 
sufferings, being conformed to His death" (Phil. 3: 10). These afflictions may not 
require martyrdom, but they may involve sickness, loneliness, financial 
insecurity, rejection by friends, grief, or any number of the things that Christ 
suffered and in which we join him. The comfort we receive from knowing that 
God's hand is on our life equips us to minister comfort and salvation to others. Is 
your response to affliction like that of Paul who said, "Blessed be the God and 
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort" (2 
Cor. 1:3)? Don't be bitter about suffering: let it prepare you to comfort others.  
 
What are some practical ways in which we can show our love for God and for others as faithful 
servants of our Lord Jesus Christ? One way is by simply being a good listener. Sometimes people 
just need to share their burdens and hopes and cares with another person. Be ready to respond 
with a sympathetic or encouraging word. Your role as a servant requires that you accept people as 
they are-it's okay to be weary, confused, weak, even angry. Ask yourself what you can do to help 
their situation. Remember: we are commanded to bear one another's burdens (Gal. 6.2).  
 
Another way to show your love to the elderly is by being committed to regular visitation. 
This may be difficult at times, but if your motives are sincere, then a sacrificial attitude 
will be easier to maintain. Nurses have mentioned the negative effects of sporadic 
visitation, which increases depression and behavioral disorders. Consistent visitation, 
however, shows that we are true friends who deeply care about the individual.  
 
A cheerful face is always encouraging for the elderly person-but remember to "weep with 
those who weep" (Rom. 12:15). In a humble spirit, be prepared to share your faith in 
Christ at an appropriate time.  
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If this seems like a lot for one person, remember that you don't have to be perfect! Trust 
in God to overcome insufficiencies and mistakes-then go ahead and enjoy making new 
friends.  
 
VOLUNTEERS NEEDED FOR MINISTRY IN NURSING HOMES  
 
1. Listeners: For visitation ministries these volunteers are the most important. 
Almost anyone qualifies for this task. Suggest this role especially to those who 
think they are ungifted or useless.  
 
2. Musicians: Individuals, groups, vocalists, instrumentalists, the young (e.g., youth 
choirs), the old-all can be used in special programs or in worship services. Don't neglect 
recruiting song leaders who can help teach songs and lead nursing home residents in 
both familiar and new songs.  
 
3. Miscellaneous Performers: They can be used in a talent show or special performance. 
Don't overlook any talents: storytelling, singing, dancing, poetry reading, joke telling and 
instrument playing (see "Conducting a Variety Show" in the appendix for some 
recommendations).  
 
4. Travelers and Naturalists: Travelogues and nature presentations in the form of 
movies or slides are good since they provide visual interest to accompany the personal 
oral presentation.  
 
S. Artists and Crafts Specialists: Use such people either to teach or to make a 
presentation/display of their specialties.  
 
6. Recreation and Tour Leaders: Keep alert to activities that are suitable and not too 
taxing for elderly persons who are able to enjoy and participate. Church suppers and 
picnics provide opportunities for such volunteers.  
 
7. General Helpers: These people can be used for bringing the elderly to worship 
services, helping them find hymns, leading in singing, or just giving moral support to 
others. Such volunteers are greatly appreciated and always needed.  
 
8. Preachers and Teachers: Both the ordained and un-ordained are helpful for 
worship services and Bible studies.  
 
INITIATING A NURSING HOME MINISTRY 
 
Beginning a ministry to the elderly in nursing homes may seem an over- whelming task 
to plan and implement. But it is precisely good planning that will help make your 
ministry happen.  
 
Evaluate your resources-they are of prime importance in planning the type and 
scope of your ministry. Who will help you in this activity? How much time do you 
have? What gifts and interests do you and others have? All these factors will 
determine what type of ministry you can have (worship service, adopt-a-
grandparent, room-to-room visitation, variety show, etc.), its frequency (weekly, 
bimonthly, monthly), and its magnitude (five people, one floor, a whole nursing 
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home). As you evaluate your resources it is imperative to assess your 
commitment and motives as well.  
 
Begin to gain an understanding of elderly people. Reading this manual is one way to 
start. Continue your reading among many helpful books listed in the bibliography. 
Perhaps you and others could visit several nursing homes in your area as an informal 
way of becoming acquainted with the situation of the elderly.  
 
Assess the needs of the particular home you wish to visit. Naturally you will 
understand these needs much better as you become more involved. Begin by 
discovering what kinds of programs they already have and the general physical 
condition, morale and spiritual health of the residents.  
 
Choose a program that is appropriate to the needs of the home, as well as to your 
own resources, interests and commitment. Pray that God will guide you in this 
important decision. Be prepared to adjust your plans as you gain a deeper 
understanding of the home and the individual elderly with whom you come in 
contact there.  
 
Make an initial contact with the nursing home either by phone or in per- son. If 
there is an activities director, he would be someone to talk to in addition to the 
director. Explain who you are, whom you represent and what goals you have. Be 
as specific as you can be about your plans. How you word things is important. 
Some nursing home administrators may understand evangelism" to mean 
"proselytizing."  
 
If they are willing for you to begin a program there, establish a time and place to 
begin. If possible, also arrange a meeting with the chief administrators: the 
director of nursing, the activities director and the director/administrator. You 
want to be sure to know all the responsible people in the home and to be known 
by them. Give them a clear and concise presentation of your goals, activities, etc. 
Make sure they know what church you represent, your pastor's name, and the 
primary contact person they should call with their questions or suggestions.  
 
As time progresses you will have an accepted (and hopefully valued) place in the 
life of the home.  Consequently, you will have more freedom.  Be prepared to go 
slowly and wait for the freedom to be given to you, rather than demanding too 
much too soon. 
 
LOOK CLOSER AND SEE THE REAL ME  
(Found in a geriatric ward of a hospital in Scotland - author unknown)  
 
What do you see, tell me, what do you see?  
Who are you seeing when you look at me?  
A crabby old woman, not very wise,  
Uncertain of habit, with far away eyes  
Who seems not to notice the things that you do,  
And forever is losing a stocking or shoe.  
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Is that what you're thinking? Is that what you see?  
Then open your eyes, for you're not seeing me.  
 
I'll say who I am as I sit here so still,  
As I rise at your bidding and eat at your will.  
I'm a small child of 10 with a father and mother, 
Sisters and brothers who love one another. 
A young girl of 16 with wings on her feet,  
Dreaming that soon her true sweetheart she'll meet.  
A bride at just 20, my heart gives a leap,  
Remembering the vows I promised to keep.  
At 25, now I have babes of my own  
Who need me to build a secure happy home.  
A woman of 30, my children grow fast,  
Bound to each other with ties that will last. 
At 40, my grown-up sons will be gone,  
But my man stays beside me to see I don't mourn.  
At 50, once more babies play round my knee,  
Again we know children, my loved one and me.  
Dark days are upon me, my husband is dead, 
I look at the future, I shudder with dread.  
My children are busy with babes of their own,  
I think of the years and the love I have known.  
 
I'm an old woman now, grace and vigor depart,  
But thousands of memories live in my heart.  
Inside it, you see, a girt still dwells,  
And now and again my tired heart swells.  
I remember the joy, I think of the pain,  
And I'm loving and living life over again.  
So open your eyes, please open and see.  
Not a crabby old woman, look closer-see me!  
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PART II-NEEDS 
 

The thrust of a Christian ministry to residents of nursing homes is a response to 
the personal needs that the elderly have at this time and place in their lives.  In 
this part of the manual you will become better able to identify some of the 
common needs and concerns and better prepared to respond to them.   
 
The first section has been written to help you identify and understand some of 
the typical needs and concerns that one finds among the elderly.  In the cart that 
follows the descriptions, each need/concern is listed and related to their 
needs/concerns.  The chart chows what biblical passages are relevant for the 
need/concern and suggests a proper way of approaching and responding to it.  
The purpose of the chart is not to give the final word on each need/concern but to 
get you thinking about it and preparing yourself to respond to it. 
 
IDENTIFYING NEEDS AND CONCERNS  
 
# 

Read through the short description of each need/concern below. Then, in order 
to put each one into focus and begin thinking about how to respond to it, consult 
the same need/concern on the chart that follows.  
 

Anxiety 
 

Casting all your anxiety upon Him, because He cares for you. 

I Peter. 5:7 
 
There are many potential causes of anxiety. What may seem trivial to one person 
can be a crisis to another. Remember this as you visit the elderly. Their worries 
may be in a totally different realm from yours, but that is no reason to dismiss 
their problems, or fail to understand how they feel. Listen as they explain their 
worries about finances, death, whether or not they will walk again, the future-
whatever it may be. Try to feel with them.  
 
We who are believers have a God who loves and cares for us more deeply than our 
friends, relatives or nurses can ever care for us. There is really no reason to worry 
about anything if we are trusting in God and loving him. The unbeliever, 
however, has everything to worry about. To such a person you must point out that 
in spite of the good care he may be receiving from people he must trust Christ in 
order to have no worries. Do your best to find the root cause of the anxiety, and 
wherever possible help to change the circumstances that create the anxieties.  
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Comfort 

"Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted. " 

Matthew 5:4 
 
While you yourself are not the ultimate source, you can be one of the greatest 
means of ministering comfort to the elderly. Whatever the cause of distress-death 
of a loved one, loneliness, fear-your consistent visitation and sympathy will be 
much appreciated. Let them lean on you but beware if they begin to develop an 
unhealthy attachment to you as their only source of comfort. A comfort that does 
not have its source in the unchanging and merciful God is only a temporary and 
unstable comfort. The comfort you are able to give is the comfort you have 
received (2 Cor. 1:3-1 1).  
 

Contentment 

. .I have learned to be content in whatever circumstances l am in. 
Philippians 4:11 

 
Much lack of contentment stems from fear and an excessive concern for one's 
self. Thus the major effort of the visitor should be to displace this concern. If the 
person to whom you are ministering is merely distracted for a while by your 
presence, then the problem will not be solved. You must help him find another 
focus for his attention, a focus that will give lasting satisfaction. The only such 
focus is God. This is not to say, however, that there are not many practical things 
to be done. For example, if the person needs a friend, your friendship can be a 
great source of contentment.  
 
 
Death 
 

"O death, where is your victory? 0 death, where is your sting? " 

I Corinthians 15:55 
 
The best way to prepare for death is to be so overwhelmingly involved with Jesus 
that you can hardly wait to meet him face to face! You can help the elderly 
develop such a relationship in several ways: Make it a priority in your life to have 
such a close relationship with Christ. Share as clearly and as often as possible 
what Christ means to you. Comfort the elderly as they experience the death of 
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friends and relatives. Use these occasions as opportunities to talk to them about 
their own death. Be aware of the grief that will invariably come with the dying 
process (cf. "Grief" below). And, finally, take time to deal with your own attitudes 
about death and share openly with them about your struggles in this area.  
 
Economic Adjustment 
 
... I count all things to be loss in view of the surpassing value of knowing Christ 
Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them 

but rubbish in order that I may gain Christ.  Philippians 3:8 
 
You can help to ease the pain of those who are in financial and material need.  
 
First, do something about the need - organize a clothing drive in your church, 
share what you can of your resources, solicit donations (for a pair of special 
shoes, for example). But be careful not to overwhelm your friends with charity so 
that you destroy their proper sense of self-worth. Second, stress the relative 
unimportance of material things in comparison with eternal things. We know a 
dear Christian who, on an allowance of four dollars a week, is constantly trying to 
give money away to us! Contentment with your physical state is possible when 
you know God is caring for your needs.  
 
"Do not be afraid, little flock, for your Father has chosen gladly to give you the 
kingdom. "    Luke 12:32  
 
The first and most important thing to do is to find the basis of any fear. Whether 
it is real or imaginary, it needs to be dealt with. Then begin to help your elderly 
friend to focus his mind on new thoughts and concerns (see "Thought Life" 
below). Be careful not to take his mind off the fear too quickly. If the fear has not 
been "exercised," it will likely return.  
 

Grief 

... that you may not grieve, as do the rest who have no hope.                                      
I Thessalonians 4:13 

 
It is helpful to see grief as occurring in three stages (see The Christian 
Counselor's New Testament, Jay Adams, 1977, pp. 730, 731). The first stage, or 
crisis stage, is characterized by surprise, shock and emotional release. This is the 
time to lend a listening ear. The second, or crucial stage, is one of 
disorganization. Ties to the past must be broken, and the future viewed 
realistically. The person may be feeling a whole range of emotions-fear, anger, 
guilt-and will need help in sorting through what has happened. The construction 
stage is a time for creating new patterns of 
 living which are not tied to the past. A friend can be helpful in setting new 
objectives, especially a friend who can help make Christ the center of the new life.  
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Hope 

Christ in you, the hope of glory.  Colossians 1:27 
 
It is important to hear what a person is saying is the cause of his despair. Christ is 
indeed the answer to all our needs, but his name should not be lightly offered as a 
blanket remedy for all ills-especially those that we know nothing about because 
we haven't listened! Only after we know the problem can we apply Christ's hope 
to a specific situation.  
 
 
Loneliness 

Do not cast me off in the time of old age,- do not forsake me when my strength 
fails.  Psalms 71:9 

 
Encourage the person to be outgoing in making friends with both staff and 
residents of the nursing home. He can start with a smile, a kind word and a 
cheerful attitude-and work from there. He is not alone in his loneliness, and 
befriending others is one of the easiest ways to make friends. For those who are 
bedridden, encourage others in the home to visit them-even take a visitor with 
you when you visit! Remember, too, that you are a friend-don't visit sporadically, 
but give of yourself and your time to be a friend.  
 

The Past 

... forgetting what lies behind and reaching forward to what lies ahead, I press 
on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. 

Philippians 3:13,14 
 
Don't assume that all dwelling in the past is wrong. Perhaps there is anger, 
bitterness or guilt that needs to be discussed. Don't press too hard if the elderly 
aren't willing to talk about a problem; they are sometimes more reticent to 
discuss openly than we might be. Do urge taking these matters to God in prayer 
and if possible clearing things up with the people involved. Give them things to 
do and think about in the present, too. Involvement with other people and their 
needs is a good way to become freed from too much introspection. Remember, 
too, that often the past is worthy of much enjoyable reflection and 
reconsideration.  
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Peace 
 
"Peace I leave with you; My peace I give to you; not as the world gives, do I give 
to you. Let not your heart be troubled, nor let it be fearful. “   John 14:27  
 
As with contentment, God is really the only source of a lasting change, since he 
alone can give true peace. As you minister to older persons, stress what the 
individual can do about his relationships to others that will bring peace. There 
may be a need to forgive others, for example, or to deal with bitterness from the 
past. Encourage them to be examples of peace and so receive the gift of peace.  
 
 
Physical Decay 
 
Therefore we do not lose heart, but though our outer man is decaying, yet our 
inner man is being renewed day by day.   2 Corinthians 4:16  
 
Gradual decay of the body is to be expected. Don't be repelled by the aging bodies 
you see-look to the unseen, the spiritual, the persons beneath the sometimes 
feeble bodies. Let them know you still care-especially by a loving touch of that 
body they may have come to dislike. Point them to the unseen too-encourage a 
close, personal relationship with Christ. This will help them to become more 
excited about the prospects of an eternal life with Christ-one in which there is no 
pain or death. Encourage a reliance on God as a source of strength-physical and 
otherwise-now.  
 

Self-Esteem 

 
See how great a love the Father has bestowed upon us, that we should be called 
children of God, and such we are ...  I John 3:1  
 
It is most important that we focus on God's grace and power in our lives as the 
source of our self-esteem. Others will come to appreciate this if we give testimony 
to it in our selves. Encourage those to whom you are ministering to come to God 
in humility and accept his love for them as they are. As a visitor you are a great 
source of self-esteem as you show love and concern for individuals no matter 
what their physical, mental or spiritual state. There are, of course, various 
personality-building exercises that can build self- esteem-things that require 
stopping sinful practices (such as complaining and gossiping) and living a life of 
love. The external things should not, however, take the place of the need for a 
changed heart.  
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Thought Life 
 

Set your mind on the things above, not on the things that are on earth. 
Col0ssians 3:2 

 
Where our desires and thoughts are focused is where we live. Our thoughts are 
crucial in how happy and fulfilled we are. The same is true for the elderly. If we 
deal only with outward behavior, then there will be no true change or healing. 
God and his attributes must be the center of thought and action.  
 
 
Time 
 

Making the most of your time, because the days are evil.  Ephesians. 5:16 
 
The need for discipline in the use of time is crucial for the elderly who no longer 
have their former obligations, responsibilities and patterns of life. As a 
consequence, many older persons in nursing homes spend much of each day 
gazing at a television set or off into space. There are usually some activities in 
which the residents can be involved-craft programs, therapy, social events.   As 
enjoyable and valuable as these activities are, they often lack the deep sense of 
meaning and purpose that the human heart craves.  We all need to see that our 
time is not our own, and the elderly are no exception: time is a gift from God 
which is to be used to its fullest to his glory.  Brainstorm with friends as to what 
the elderly can do that is meaningful and enjoyable, then approach the nursing 
home with suggestions.  Everything-including prayer, knitting baby booties or 
visiting other in the home-counts. 
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Part III-Visitation 
 
 
Visitation is at the heart of any nursing home ministry.  In this part you will find 
numerous practical suggestions concerning a visitation ministry.  Much of what 
you read is nothing more that common sense.  But it is of great value to you to 
contemplate some of these common sense guidelines and suggestions as you 
prepare for and evaluate your ministry of visitation.  Use the margins and other 
white space to record your own observations and experiences.  Take the 
opportunity this section provides you to become a self-conscious, teachable and 
we hope effective visitor of elderly people.  The humble ministry of visitation is a 
ministry of great responsibility in the kingdom of God. 

 
 
WHAT IS VISITATION?  
 
When we consider visiting someone we tend to think of dropping in to say hello, 
or catching up on the latest news or just finding out how someone is. Our ideas of 
visiting often boil down to making a brief appearance or exchanging a few words.  
 
The concept of visitation in the Bible is much more full and rich than our concept 
of "dropping by." To visit implies that one wishes to show concern and interest in 
another person. In Exodus 3, for example, we see God visiting Moses: "dropping 
by" in the form of a burning bush that promises to de- liver the Israelites from 
bondage-through the one being visited, no less! The word for "visit" is also found 
in Psalm 8:4, where the wonder of a mighty God caring for insignificant man is 
discussed. In Matthew 25:36 visiting seems to imply caring for the needs of 
someone who is unable to care for himself. This idea is further elaborated in 
James 1:27, where doing what God commands is seen in terms of being like a 
father to the orphan, and a husband to a bereft wife. Visitation implies a deep 
commitment evidenced in a practical demonstration of Christ's love.  
 
In the Scriptures God himself is often seen as a visitor. His visitation is his 
coming in blessing (Ruth 1:6; Jer. 29:10) and cursing (Lam. 4:22; Hos. 8:13). 
Likewise the coming of Christ is spoken of as a visitation that brings both blessing 
(Luke 1:68, 78; 7:16) and curse (Luke 19:44). The intention of his first visitation 
was gracious (John 3:17), although it resulted in judgment for the rebellious 
(John 9:39). His second-coming or visitation (I Pet. 2:12) will also be a time of 
blessing for the righteous and judgment for the wicked (2 Thess. 1:6-10).  
 
During the time between Chris told-our visitation should parallel his insignificant 
ways (John 4:17). The book of Acts, for disciples as they visited various areas 
news of Christ to many people. Although gracious, as Christ's was, it will 
inevitably result in judgment for the unbelieving (2 Cor. 2:14-16).  
 
Love for Christ should be our supreme motivation for visitation of the elderly. 
Our concern and our desire to care for and protect depends on our love for the 
Christ who loves us (I John 4:20). As we seek to learn more about visiting the 
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elderly, let us remember that we are really learning more about loving God (Matt. 
25:36, 40).  
 
 
BASIC GUIDELINES FOR VISITATION  
 
1. Be prepared:  

*Keep your personal relationship with God in good shape!  
*Seek support (prayer and fellowship) of other Christians.  

 
2. Be sympathetic:  

*Cultivate a listening ear.  
*Hear what the person's needs are, not what you think they are.  
*Act in humility-don't think you are superior.  

 
3. Be honest:  

*State why you have come.  
*Give the hope that you know. - not false hope.  

 
4. Be attentive:  

*Talk to individuals and learn their names.  
*Fix your attention on what is being said and who is saying it.  
*Respond to questions and situations as well as you know how.  
*Involve yourself with people-not with impersonal, distant "problems. "  

 
5. Be open:  

*Share yourself-your hopes, fears, interests, even discouragement.  
*Be friendly, outgoing. Ask questions to start a conversation.  

 
6. Be sensitive:  

*Accept the individual for who he is.  
*Encourage openness-don't monopolize the conversation.  
*Ask questions about what this one person is interested in-family, past 
employment, likes and dislikes (beware of entering into a "crab session"), 
friends, current events, God ...  

 
Be consistent:  

*Commit yourself to faithful visiting.  
*Continue in the face of boredom, discouragement or rejection-you are not 
visiting to meet your own needs, but to serve others in obedience to God.  
*Visit at appropriate times-not very late at night or early in the morning or 
around meal times (unless you are eating with some one person or helping 
to feed).  
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RELATING TO THE NURSING HOME STAFF  
 
Most likely the first people you will meet at a nursing home are the staff. It is a 
privilege to be in the home and to show the love and concern of God to them as 
well as to the residents. A humble and courteous attitude to all staff will open 
many doors that might otherwise have remained closed. Such an attitude will 
help you to be seen as a blessing to the home, not a burden.  
 
Administrator  
When the occasion arises, introduce yourself. Spend time developing a good 
working relationship with the administrator and/or the assistant-as much as your 
schedules allow. Encourage them to share with you how they think you could best 
be of service in this home. Beware of giving the impression that you are there 
only to proselytize. Stress your desire to show love and friendship to the residents 
and to minister to their needs in the name of Christ.  
 
Activity Director  
Usually this person is the key contact in the home, especially for discovering the 
type of program needed-or desired-and the schedule of events to which you must 
adapt. (If there is no activity director, go to the administrator or the assistant.) 
Keep in touch with the activity director-how things are going, new ideas and 
problems from either side. Many homes re- quire you to fill out a volunteer form 
and to sign in each time you visit. Use maturity and discernment as you share 
what you are doing. Don't unnecessarily bind your freedom by trying to do too 
much too quickly, by using religious cliché’s or by entering into arguments over 
religious matters. Sometimes a very "neutral" or nondenominational service or 
activity is wanted, and often it is possible to cooperate and give no cause for 
offense while still being true to the gospel as presented in Scripture. Compromise 
is not necessary, just wisdom.  
 
Nurses  
It is always good to check in with the nurse in charge when coming on to the 
floor, whether to visit or conduct a worship service or activity. Establish a 
relationship, exchange concerns and information, work together when possible, 
but be aware that nurses are often genuinely busy, particularly during changes of 
shift. Be especially courteous and respectful of them and their time. Do take to 
them questions of care and concern, including residents' complaints. But 
remember, you may not have all the facts. Sometimes theirs is the responsibility 
of supervising and directing an uncooperative staff. You can help by being a 
peacemaker. Serious conflicts need to be taken to the supervisor or director of 
nursing.  
 
Nursing Assistants  
The most in number on the staff, nursing assistants have much contact with 
residents and much possibility for genuine care. Often they are very helpful to 
visitors. Many may come to worship services in the home. If they do, notice them 
and include them in the audience. Talk with them; provide spiritual care, 
comfort, support and counsel for them too. Remember their families and their 
personal concerns in prayer. If they are unruly, uncooperative or disruptive 
during a worship service or an activity, speak to them about it with humility. If 
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they persist, speak to the activities director.  
 
Housecleaning Staff  
These people are not involved officially with the residents, though they do have 

considerable contact with them and can be very helpful in encouraging them. 

Pray for this part of the staff and support them in their work.  

Kitchen Staff  
Do not interfere with meal times. Try to be helpful but be sure to ask a nurse or 
assistant about it first. Sometimes our "helping" gets in the way, but often the 
staff are most appreciative of some assistance, e.g., feeding a patient. In some 
places, helping with food or feeding residents is illegal. Be sure to find out from 
the nurse if the resident is on any special dietary restrictions before bringing in 
food.  
 
 
 
THE ART OF CONVERSATION  
 
For many people one of the biggest fears about visiting in nursing homes revolves 
around the question: "What will I talk about?" With some people you visit this 
won't be a problem. They will do much of the talking, and you will find yourself 
listening to a steady stream of questions, reminiscences and the like! But your 
visit with other nursing home residents may be some- thing quite unusual. Many 
elderly people sit for hours-even for days on end-scarcely speaking a word or 
being spoken to. For them, there is little to stimulate either their minds or their 
bodies. Thus it may be up to you to carry the conversation.  We have found that 
those people who find it difficult to lead a conversation need not fear the 
challenge of conversing with nursing home residents. It is very common that the 
people we visit are so happy to have someone talk to them that they don't care 
what the topic is or how often the topic changes. This gives the visitor great 
freedom in choosing topics and talking about things that he is familiar with. 
Through many years of using this freedom we have come to make the following 
suggestions.  
 
Listening shows that you really care and accept who the person is. A good listener 
learns about the other person's interests, hopes, needs and desires and gains 
insights for being helpful in these areas. Plan to develop your skills as a listener.  
 
Don't respond to feelings with facts alone. Let yourself feel what the person is 
going through. Genuine sympathy (feeling with someone) makes good 
communication possible. You will find that a mutual friendship will grow 
naturally out of a sympathetic relationship.  
 
Avoid questions that can be easily answered with a simple yes or no. One- word 
answers stifle conversation in a hurry. Questions that seek explanations allow the 
other person to teach you something about himself. As he does this, be careful 
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not to probe too deeply on the first visit. There may be sensitive areas that you 
should avoid until you know the person much better.  
 
These are some topics about which you may want to converse:  
 
The Surroundings 

1. The room-cards on display, plants, pictures, furniture, view out the 
window, roommate, arts and crafts, television program, music, color of decor.  

2. The home-food, nurses, visitors, friends, sitting room, noise level. 
Although such topics may provide an excuse for some to vent their complaints, 
we think that such opportunity can be important and valuable in getting to know 
the person and showing your concern for him. Do not, however, encourage sinful 
attitudes; instead, encourage constructive evaluation and positive, responsible 
involvement. 
 
Family History 

1. The past—where they grew up, number in family, favorite family 
pastimes, favorite sports, travel, school, where they have lived, what it 
was like back then, job of parents, jobs they have held. 

2. The present relationships—married?  How long? Spouse’s name, 
children’s names, where they live, whether they visit, any 
grandchildren? 

 
General 
 Weather, recent events in the news, how their week was; activities in the 
past week in the home, in the week to come? 
 
Spiritual Concerns 
 What church they attended, what it meant to them.  Did they like singing?  
Favorite hymns, faith of their parents, how they think of God, what they pray 
about, how they think of Jesus Christ. 
 
 
 
 
THE VISITOR AND HIS RESOURCES  
 
We have previously mentioned several necessary personal qualifications of the 
visitor. Here, in more detail, are three key resources which the visitor has at his 
fingertips-himself, the Scripture and prayer.  
 
The Use of Self  
You are one of your big resources as a visitor! Look to God for help as you strive 
to become a person who is more and more fitted to serve. The following 
characteristics-humility, vulnerability, commitment, empathy and the capability 
of listening-these are of special importance in a nursing home ministry.  
 
Humility  
If we have a proper sense of self, then we will not suffer from either pride or false 
humility. This will enable us to be ourselves and allow the elderly to be 

 25



themselves. How can we actually be humble? By recognizing that we don't have 
all the answers, expecting to learn from others. By treating them as if they are 
worthwhile-because they are!  
 
Vulnerability  
To the extent that we know ourselves and have a proper sense of worth, we can 
open up to others-and to the possibility of rejection, criticism, pain and sacrifice 
as well as to the possibility of pleasure and praise. As we share thoughts, feelings 
and hopes with others, they see us as "human too" and will more readily open up 
to us.  
 
Commitment  
If we are not willing to sustain a deep level of relationship with a person as long 
as he needs it, then we are not letting ourselves be used as fully as we could. It is 
through our continued humility and vulnerability and our continued empathy 
and listening that we really care for the individual.  
 
Empathy  
This process involves both our mind and our heart. To empathize we must be able 
to understand what is happening to the individual, feel sympathy for what he's 
going through and then put the two together in helping him deal with the 
situation.  
 
Listening  
Much of the above takes for granted that we know how to listen. Listening is an 
art that is not always as easy as it seems.  
Listening ...  

*expresses love. It recognizes the importance of the individual. It shows a 
willingness to spend time and energy on another's behalf.  

*brings understanding. This takes time-there usually are no instant 
solutions to problems and no shortcuts around the need for personal sharing. 
Whether it's a person or a situation that we're endeavoring to understand, 
listening requires giving up our own interests and concentrating fully and actively 
on his (Phil. 2:3, 4).  

*participates actively. Listening is not merely not talking. It encourages 
the other person to say more, without prying; it seeks to formulate a response, 
without thinking of self; and it strives to hear what is not said as well as to 
understand what is said. "Listen to me, do but listen, and let that be the comfort 
you offer me" (Job 21:2 NEB).  
 
The Use of Scripture  
While the resource of self is often unreliable and imperfect, the Scriptures offer a 
stability and hope to which both we and the elderly can turn. In a changing, 
fragmented world, the word of God directs our attention to a perfect God who 
never changes and who can put order and meaning into our lives.  
 
When to use the Scriptures  
1. Find an appropriate time.  
Referring to Scripture too soon can give the impression the Bible has only pat 
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(and therefore irrelevant) answers. Referring to it too late makes it seem like an 
afterthought. Be sure you really understand-then share Scripture. Remember 
Job's comforters!  
2. Comfort the suffering.  
A word of comfort in the context of personal relationship, and at the right time, 
can be a deep blessing. Often the purpose and meaning of suffering need to be 
seen.  
3. Meet their needs.  
Don't read Scripture merely to meet your own needs; nor should you read your 
problems into their situation. But be ready to share Scripture through which God 
has spoken to you, if it is fitting. 
3. Respond to the Holy Spirit. 
4. Don't share from the Bible out of a sense of duty or compulsion. Let the Holy 

Spirit be your guide.  
 
How to use the Scriptures  
1. Select the appropriate content.  
Your choice should be guided by the residents' needs-give yourself time to find 
out their needs. Some of these needs are discussed in the charts found in Part 11.  
2. Help the person to identify with Scripture.  
Share passages with which the individual can identify. This helps self- acceptance 
before God and enables him to express himself.  
3. Choose the appropriate translation.  
For residents who are versed in the Bible, you might stay with the familiar or 
expected (usually KJV). For those who are unfamiliar with the Bible, consider 
using a modern version-one they can read with ease. 
4. Share with one another.  
Let them share with you what they are learning from Scripture and their 
experience. But feel free, also, to share what God has been teaching you.  

Suggested Scripture passages  
I .Forgiveness-Pss. 32, 51, 103; Is. 1:18; 53:4-6; Mic. 7:18-20; Rom. 8:1-4; Heb. 
4:15, 16; 1 John 1:6-10  
2. Comfort-Pss. 4, 23, 116; Is. 40:28-31; 41:10; 43:1-5; Matt. 11:28; Rom. 8:35-39  
3. Hope-Pss. 42, 139, 145; Rom. 5:1-5; 1 Cor. 15; 1 John 3:1-3; Rev. 21:1-8  
4. Love-Deut. 7:6-10; Is. 43:1-4; John 3:16-18; 14; 15:9-17; 17:9-26  
5. Trust-Ps. 23; 37:3-7; John 14:26, 27; 2 Cor. 4:16-18; Phil. 4:4-7; Heb. 12:12-15; 
1 Pet. 1:13-21  
 
The Use of Prayer  
 
When to pray  
1. Find an appropriate time.  
For each resident the appropriate time may be different. It is important not to 
pray with someone before adequate communication has taken place. Then the 
prayer can reflect to God the concerns that have come out of a conversation. One 
must be careful not to use prayer to end conversation. It may well be that after a 
time of prayer you will want to continue a conversation. Often deep feelings are 
triggered in response to talking with God. Be willing to stay and respond to these 
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thoughts and feelings.  
2.  Be alert to "anxious times."  
 Pray before potentially stressful situations such as surgery, tests, unfamiliar 
changes.  
3. Strengthen believers' faith.  
Pray with those who show some evidence (verbal, written material, etc.) of faith.  
4. Examine your motives.  
Ask: Am I praying to meet my needs or theirs? Have their needs in the forefront 
of your mind-often God will give an added blessing by ministering to you too!  
 
How to pray  
1. Focus on God  
Praise God for who he is and what he has done—prayer and supplication with 
thanksgiving. 
2. Focus on needs. 
Focus on what you think the individual would pray for—health, friendship, 
finances.  Discern his hopes, fears and desires. 
3. Adjust to the person’s background. 
Be aware of the denominational and ethnic background and adjust your style of 
prayer accordingly (e.g., formal vs. informal). 
4. Expect God to respond. 
Only be expecting God to respond can you teach others that prayer is real and is 
heard by God. 
5. Give resurrection hope. 
The power of the resurrected Christ is active both in this life and the life to come.  
Help the person to see that power as active in his life. 
6. Be concise. 
Remember that the elderly often have shortened attention span, so keep your 
prayers short. 
 
The material in this section (“The Visitor and His Resources”) is adapted from 
Spiritual Care: The Nurse’s Role by Sharon Fish and Judith Allen Shelly. 1978 by 
Inter-Varsity Christian Fellowship of the USA and used by permission of 
InterVarsity Press, Downers Grove, Ill. 60515, USA. 
 
 
GUIDELINES FOR THE FIRST FEW VISITS  
 
The following pages are meant to be guidelines. Since the first visits are often the 
most difficult, it is good to be as spiritually and psychologically prepared as 
possible. However, don't be bound to the suggestions outlined below. Read 
through the next few pages, meditate, pray and open your heart to various 
possibilities.  
 
There is no need to try to remember numerous details. After reading and 
meditating on this section, be free to branch out on your own-trusting God to 
prepare you, to guide you and to give you the flexibility you will need for the 
particular situation you encounter.  
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Pre-Visit Preparation  
 
Before you go to the nursing home for the first time, and in successive visits as 
well, ask yourself the following questions:  
1  Have I taken time to pray?  

• for myself, what I will do and say  
• for those I am about to meet  
• for the staff of the home  
• for others going with me  

2. Do I have a goal?  
• help write a letter 
• talk about God  
• chat with three people  
• lead a worship service  

3. Do I have the material I need?  
• Bible, tracts  
• games, puzzles  
• small gift(s)  
• writing materials  
• musical instrument  

4. How do I look? How do I feel?  
• dress-usually not-too-casual is appropriate  
• cheerfulness-would someone want to talk to me?  
• motives-am I trying to serve God? to serve the elderly?  
• breath-in all likelihood many will be hard of hearing and I'll have to talk 

"close up"  
 
The First Visit  
Contact the nurse in charge of the unit you are visiting. It is wise to have your 
presence officially recognized, although that may not always be necessary. There 
may also be a check-in point at the front desk or in the activities office. Find out 
the rules and abide by them. Although checking in may seem unnecessary after a 
while, contact with those in charge not only is a courtesy to them, but also 
provides an opportunity for you to find out who is sick, depressed, lonely and in 
special need of a visitor.  
 
When arriving at the door of an individual's room be sure to knock and await 
permission to enter; or enter slowly and tentatively, especially if the person is 
hard of hearing. This is probably the only private space this person has-don't 
violate his control over it.  
 
You may wish to begin visitation by meeting the person in an open lounge. This 
setting is also good for general conversation, but often presents too many 
distractions for deeper, more personal talk.  
 
Introduce yourself and start a light, friendly conversation. Tell the person a little 
about yourself-your name, relationship to the home, and some possible 
background in common, such as job, church or family. If you have no such 
common background with the individual, just state your purpose in visiting. Be 

 29



honest, concerned and direct.  
 
The environment in which the resident lives is very important, not only for its 
effect on him but for what it tells you about him. The external situation (the 
room, other people, noise, flowers, the person's physical condition) can open up 
areas for conversation, as well as give clues to the internal condition (mental, 
spiritual state) of the person you are visiting. Be prepared to adapt your goals to 
the needs-but don't necessarily abandon your purposes altogether!  
 
Though you do have a decidedly spiritual interest in these elderly people, beware 
of focusing too much-even exclusively, perhaps-on "religious" things. Be ready to 
be involved in the whole of life.  
 
Leave any literature that may be helpful in a particular situation. This may not 
always be appropriate, for example, with some Jewish people, with those who 
cannot understand or with those who cannot read English. In such cases it would 
be better to let your words and actions leave the lasting impression.  
 
If possible, tell the people you visit when they may expect you next. Don't get 
carried away and promise more than you can realistically do. Faithfulness to your 
word is especially important to those who have so little on this earth to look 
forward to. If you do say you will return at a certain time on a certain day and are 
unable to make it at the specified time, be sure to call the home and leave a 
message or ask to speak to the person directly on the phone.  
 
After you leave, write reminder notes, reflect on your visit and pray. As you await 
your next visit, make a note of any Scripture that may apply to the  
 
person's situation, and meditate on it, praying for wisdom as to how and when to 
help meet his needs. Ask others to pray for you and your "new friend"-this is a 
great way to involve others in the ministry to the elderly! Make some tentative 
plans for your next and following visits, including the possibility of relating to the 
individual's family or involvement in other activities.  
 
The Second Visit  
Be sure you have reviewed your notes from the first visit. Pray and meditate on 
the response you think would be appropriate for the visit. Follow the same basic 
procedure as you did in the first visit, noting especially the following:  
I .Be ready for any changes that may have occurred-new roommate, death of a 
friend, good or bad news, change of mood, and so on. Adapt the response you 
thought would be right to fit the new situation. Don't hold to a rigid agenda, but 
be flexible.  
2. Enter again with an introduction that assumes neither too little nor too much 
recognition. Give gracious clues to your identity as needed. Stimulating people to 
remember provides good mental exercise and helps establish a proper sequence 
and time-consciousness. There may be some resistance to this due to laziness, 
neglect and/or physiological disability. As best you can, try to decide which of 
these reasons applies. Don't push too hard for fast recall, whatever the cause.  
3. Try to undo any misunderstanding that may have arisen from the first visit. 
And plan not to repeat your early mistakes. Did you monopolize the 
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conversation? Be prepared to listen more. Did you come across too forcefully in 
sharing the gospel? Be more sensitive this time. Were you too informal with 
someone from a more formal background? Be more adaptable-and apologize if 
it's appropriate.  
 
The Third and Following Visits  
As you spend more time with an individual you may not feel the need to take 
notes. If you're spending a fair amount of time (twenty to thirty minutes at least) 
with your friend, note taking is probably not necessary. If, however, you are 
visiting a large number of people for short periods of time, it's probably best to 
stick with a few notes in order to keep everyone straight in your mind. Be guided 
by your own needs.  
 
The following hints are offered as suggestions. They are by no means exhaustive 
nor meant to be followed with strict rigidity.  
1. Since elderly people are close (relatively speaking) to death, and some may be 
sic k and actually very near dying, make every visit count. Be there for the person-
give each one your full, loving attention.  
2. As before, don’t leave false expectations about what you can or might do, or 
when you might visit again. 

3. Move toward dealing with particular problems or concerns.  If confrontation or 
exhortation is needed, be sure you have established a sufficient basis of trust and 
friendship first. 

4. Encourage spiritual examination and life review(i.e., meditation on past life, its 
successes and failures, with a view to dealing with unresolved feelings or 
conflicts).  Move toward a continuing program of personal, meaningful 
examination of self—issuing in service to God and others.  Avoid dwelling on the 
past that can’t be changed; concentrate on learning from mistakes and improving 
present attitudes and behavior. 

5.  Seek ways other that visits to be involved in their lives and to involve them in 
your life.  Consider their needs and plan constructively and creatively to meet 
these needs.  This may mean writing letters for them, taking them to a potluck, 
arranging transportation to a church service—the possibilities are endless.  What 
would they like to do?  What are they able to do with help? 

 
SPECIAL SITUATIONS  
 
Those Who Have Visitors Already  
Occasionally when you go to visit an individual, someone else will already be 
there visiting. Normally you should give way to such prior visitors, al- though you 
may wish to get acquainted and talk with them if they seem open to conversation. 
You should be especially eager to meet your friend's family members, who have 
so much influence on the nursing home resident. As the occasion arises, 
introduce yourself, keeping in mind that there may be needs in the family 
(economic, social, spiritual) to which you may wish to respond.  
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Those Who Are Blind or Have Limited Vision  
Approach the blind person directly and speak to him face to face. Don't assume 
that because he has difficulty seeing, he also cannot hear. Don't shout; use a 
normal speaking voice but speak clearly, slowly and distinctly. Touch can be 
important to a blind person, but speak before you touch him or you may startle 
him.  
 
Remember the importance of other senses to a blind person-such as smell and 
touch. For example, if you are bringing a bouquet of flowers let him smell and 
touch them. Describe things from the environment and your own experience for 
the person.  
 
If a person is not totally blind, wear bright colors. Bright lipstick may help to 
facilitate lip reading. Large-print literature is also helpful. (See "Physical Decay" 
in Part 11 and "Large-Print Literature," Appendix B.)  
 
Those Who Are Deaf or Hard of Hearing  
If the person you visit is totally deaf, consider writing or signing as alternatives to 
verbal communication. It is usually best with the totally deaf to stand facing them 
so they can see your facial expressions and read your lips. Touching the person 
gently is a good way of attracting his attention to you before you begin speaking. 
Touch is also important for the hard of hearing.  
 
If a person is hard of hearing find out which ear is the "good" ear. Some- times 
you may have to speak directly into his ear, but normally standing or sitting on 
the good side is sufficient. Does he have a hearing aid? Is it turned on? Are the 
batteries working?  
 
When you speak, speak slowly, distinctly, simply and at a slow-to-moderate rate 
of speed. Lower resonances communicate better than greater volume. If you must 
speak more loudly than normal, be aware that your voice carries and take into 
account others within earshot.  
 
Those Who Are Very Sick  
People who are seriously ill are most likely to be bedfast. They too appreciate and 
need visits. However, do not overtax them; check with the nurses on their 
condition. Do not stay too long, or demand participation on their part. They may 
be too weak or in too much pain to communicate verbally. Be alert to eye 
communication. A gentle touch and few words may be the best expression of love. 
Words of comfort and assurance and a brief prayer are often quite appropriate.  
 
Those Who Shout  
Try to decide what the reason for the shouting is. The person may be deaf or hard 
of hearing, or in need of attention of either a medical or personal sort. There may 
be a legitimate need that is being ignored. He may have genuine spiritual 
problems related to unresolved grief or loneliness, for example. In that case, he 
may be "crying for help." On the other hand, this per- son may be sinfully selfish, 
totally self-centered. It would be best to speak directly to him about this. Respond 
appropriately to your own understanding of the situation. A gentle touch and the 
assurance of your presence and care are again very important.  
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Those Who Want to Cling to You Physically  
Physical touch is very important in communicating the concern and love you feel 
for the elderly people in the nursing home. You will observe that it is virtually a 
universal need among them, but in some instances you may need to deal with the 
excessive "needs" of some individuals. Be alert to potential difficulties and handle 
them in such a way as to keep a proper balance-expressing of genuine caring, but 
not acceding to improper overtures.  
 
Those Who Have Religious Beliefs or Come from Denominations Other Than 
Your Own  
Inevitably, you will differ with some residents in religious matters. First of all try 
to determine whether there is genuine Christian faith. Genuine Christian faith 
can come to expression in a variety of ways; do not be judgmental of those who 
simply have chosen a different form of expression. However, there are essentials 
on which all Christians must be in agreement, for example, Jesus is Lord, Jesus is 
the Son of God, Jesus died for the sins of his people and has been raised from the 
dead (I Cor. 15:3, 4). It is best not to enter into discussion of controversial 
matters (such as mode of baptism) unless there is substantial agreement on such 
basics. Often controversy is most wisely avoided in favor of rejoicing together in 
our common salvation and the goodness of God.  
 
Those Who Do Not Speak English  
Not all elderly residents of a nursing home will have English as their primary 
language, of course, so if it is possible you should arrange for some- one who does 
speak their language to visit them. If you do visit, speak in very simple English. 
Familiar passages of Scripture (e.g., the Lord's Prayer, Psalm 23, John 3:16, the 
name "Jesus") may be helpful in establishing communication.  
 
Touch is as always important. Printed literature can also be useful since some 
people who can not speak or understand spoken English can read some English 
words. (See Appendix B, "Large-Print Literature.") Bibles and other religious 
literature are also available in other languages.  
 
Those Who Always Complain  
When a resident complains, first be sure you have really listened to him. Try to 
see things from his perspective. If the complaint is valid, perhaps there is 
something you can do to help. Avoid becoming involved beyond what you are 
equipped to handle as this will mean disappointment and discouragement for 
both of you. Respond realistically! Often a sympathetic ear or a word from 
Scripture is a great comfort. At all cost, avoid pat answers. If an individual 
persists in complaining during every visit, feel free to speak up about his 
attitudes, but don't be condemnatory. As you encourage the person to change, be 
sure your love for him shines through.  
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SENILITY  
 
Editor’s Note: “While the term "senility" was common when this manual was first 
published, it is no longer in use.  As noted here, the term never had any medical 
validity.  The appropriate medical term is dementia, though there are many 
forms.  A simple web search will yield much useful information on this topic.” 

 
When we hear the word senility we often think of confusion and disorientation as 
to time and place, hopelessness, lack of self-care, forgetfulness, inability to carry 
out everyday tasks, second childhood and impairment of intellectual functions. 
And usually we consider all these things to be the inevitable price of old age.  
 
While such symptoms are often present among residents of nursing homes, it is 
unfair and unwise to brand those who display these characteristics with the term 
"senility." Dr. Arthur Frese, in his book The End of Senility (New York: Arbor 
House, 1978) states that the term senility has no real medical legitimacy; that it is 
not used in any diagnostic nomenclature; in fact, that there is no such disease as 
senility. He is convinced that this word and its use is the result of prejudice 
against the elderly which he terms "ageism." What is often termed senility reflects 
a failure and refusal of diagnosticians to carry out a thorough diagnosis.  
 
There are two classes of mental impairment: functional and organic. Functional 
impairment is often the result of depression. Organic impairment, which means 
actual impairment of the brain tissue itself, is termed organic brain syndrome 
(OBS). Organic brain syndrome may be acute, resulting from causes such as 
malnutrition, misuse of drugs, pneumonia and thyroid conditions-to name just a 
few. As such it may be responsive to medical care; it may be temporary and 
reversible. Without care this acute condition may become one of four chronic 
OBS diseases from which approximately one-half of all American nursing home 
patients suffer.  
 
Though the symptoms of senility may have organic causes, it is often difficult to 
determine whether they are the result of OBS or simply the depression, 
loneliness, grief, guilt, loss of self-esteem, indifference from others, and feelings 
of uselessness to which the elderly are often subject. When visiting nursing 
homes, therefore, we must be prepared not to attempt to judge the medical 
condition of the apparently senile, but to respond to the emotional and spiritual 
needs as best we can discern them.  
 
Responding to the spiritual state of the senile person may mean recognizing that 
his condition could be a result of a life devoted to disobedience to God's 
commands (see Deut. 28:21-24, 47-50, 58-61, 65 and 30:7). To this distressing 
situation we can bring the grace and mercy of Christ who became a curse for us 
(Gal. 3:13, 14).  
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RELATING TO THOSE WHO ARE SENILE  
 
The goal in relating to a person who appears to be senile is the same as with any 
person: to establish a meaningful relationship. Special care needs to be taken 
with those who seem senile since they do not always understand or respond to 
our idea of a normal conversation. Here are some suggestions for making 
conversation with those who are confused or disoriented.  

I .Try to engage the individual in conversation about present realities. Talk about 
matters of concern now, for example, your presence and the purpose of your visit, 
or about activities around the home. Perhaps you might even venture to topics 
about the community or nation or world. Gain his attention and interest, then 
build on a present theme. This approach is quite often unsuccessful, but surely 
worth a try. Usually the initial exchange will be sufficient to determine whether 
such an approach will work.  
2. Join the person where he is. Usually the confused person will talk about 
seemingly unrelated realities, often about events in the distant past. These events 
can be even more real to him than your presence. As best you can, step into the 
scene as he presents it to you. Ask questions about the situation being described. 
Keep your stance in "present reality" and give counsel into the situation as if it 
were indeed a present happening. Often bitterness, resentment, hostility or hurt 
is keeping the individual tied to the past. If so, speak directly to him regarding 
this, counseling about forgiveness and mercy.  
3.  Recall with the person something that has been meaningful to him in the past. 
If you know a little about his past, reminisce about a favorite job, hobby or friend. 
Often a reference to spiritual realms will touch some- thing deep inside and give a 
focus for thoughts and feelings. The Twenty- third Psalm, the Lord's Prayer, other 
Scripture or familiar hymns can be most successfully used. Often the person will 
join in reciting or singing along with you and regain orientation to a remarkable 
degree.  
4.  Don't be surprised if a person bursts into tears at the reading of Scripture or 
even the mention of God or prayer. For many you are probably the first person in 
a very long time who has shown such concern about them.  
5.  In general, genuine love and concern communicate more loudly than words. 
Physical touch is very important, since it shows that you consider the individual 
to be a person.  
6.  Prayer can be very effective, especially if it is short, concise and relevant to the 
person's needs and desires.  
7.  Continue your efforts at establishing relationship, regardless of any lack of 
response or of progress. When possible, do share the gospel, even if there seems 
to be no communication established. John 3:16 is especially appropriate, and can 
be spoken even when the person seems to be in another world, as it were. Leave 
the rest to God.  
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INTRODUCING SOMEONE NEW TO VISITATION  
 
As you become involved in some aspect of ministering to the institutionalized 
elderly, you will no doubt desire to have other people involved with you as co-
workers. Visiting older people is one activity that many feel drawn to and 
equipped for and is something in which you can always use assistance. Even the 
most outgoing person, however, may have some hesitations and reservations 
about visiting in a nursing home. The following, then, are some suggestions for 
introducing someone new to a rich, rewarding experience in visitation.  
I. Obtain as much relevant information as possible from the prospective visitor, 
beforehand. Try to discover what kinds of people he might naturally fit in with at 
the home-common interests, language, needs, experience, etc. Look for 
impediments to visiting-fears (find the source), doubts, bad past experiences.  
2. Communicate something about what will likely happen (the bad as well as the 
good), but not too much. Leave room for discovery and dependence on God.  
3.  Discuss the details of visitation-matters of dress, manners, basic rules and 
policies of the home-as well as your goals and procedure.  
4. Pray with the person if possible-at least for him and for the necessary 
arrangements.  
5. Be in charge. Take the person with you. Let him observe you and lean on you 
during the first visit.  
6. Go to the familiar "comfortable" spots first. Don't initiate a situation 
threatening to either the new visitor or the residents.  
7. Be sensitive to the visitor's reactions-i.e, discomfort, repulsion, enjoyment, 
eagerness. Keep encouraging him to share his feelings with you.  
8. Help him to recognize the part he can play in the visitation program. Give him 
opportunity and the freedom to respond in his own way.  
9. Discuss freely with him the degree to which he prefers to lean on you for 
support and guidance or to take initiative and find his own place.  
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PART IV 
WORKSHIP AND EVANGIELISM 

 
 
 
In additional to visitation, Christians have an opportunity to serve older persons 
in nursing homes as they help them to worship God and study the Bible, and as 
they share the good news of Jesus Christ with them.  In this part you will be given 
a number of practical suggestions as to how you might organize and implement a 
program of worship and evangelism. 
 
WORSHIP 
 
Worship of God is an often neglected aspect in the lives of the institutionalized 
elderly.  Yet worship can and should play an important part in their lives.  Not 
only can they offer God the praise and honor he deserves, but they can also derive 
deep satisfaction, joy and peace through worship of him. 
 
Because of the varied backgrounds of people in nursing homes, there are many 
types of worship services that can be appropriate.  On the one hand there is the 
very formal liturgical service; on the other, the informal, flexible and sometimes 
improvised service.  This second type is more usual in homes where the residents 
have limited alertness and difficulty participating in or following a fixed service. 
 
In either situation there is likely to be a variety of religious backgrounds (Romans 
Catholic, Baptist, Presbyterian, etc.) as well as ethnic backgrounds (Ukrainian, 
black, white…).  Some blend of traditions, therefore, is recommended—a variety 
of type of hymn and style of prayer, for example—in order to give the most people 
something to which they can relate from their own past experience.  Touch on the 
familiar whenever possible—Bible stories, old hymns, the Lord’s Prayer, the 
doxology.  Focus on the basics of Christianity—Christ, his death for sin and 
resurrection to give new life.  Avoid unnecessary controversy.  Work toward 
simplicity yet don’t be afraid to exercise their minds. 
 
INITIATING A WORSHIP SERVICE  
 
Pick a time of day for the service, in consultation with the activities director and 
nursing staff, that will avoid interrupting meal times, medicine distribution, 
other planned activities or times when residents may be especially tired. Staff are 
often helpful in suggesting who might like to come to the services and may assist 
in gathering people from their rooms. If not, allow enough time before the service 
to remind people to come and to bring those in wheelchairs. Consider visiting 
rooms regularly before the service to extend personal invitations, introduce 
yourself and generally acquaint your- self with the home.  
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Finding a good location within the home for the service can be a problem. Often 
the home will have no special chapel area, nor even a separate room that could be 
used for services. If this is the case, you will probably find that a general lounge 
area is available-sometimes with a built-in audience! If you do use a general open 
area, be tactful and courteous as you turn off the television, rearrange furniture 
as necessary and otherwise transform a lounge into a chapel. Remember that 
many of these people cannot move in- dependently-and they may wish they 
could. Be gentle and humble in your approach, but don't let negative reactions 
deter you from your purpose. If necessary, help move those who don't wish to be 
involved in the service to a new location.  
 
Often the location for the service is one where it is impossible for everyone to see 
and hear, if the leader simply stands in one place. Sometimes furniture and/or 
people can be rearranged. If the changes are quite extensive, assume that you will 
be doing the moving yourself, but check with the staff first. Be sure to express 
your gratitude to staff members who help you set up. This encourages them and 
makes you an asset rather than a burden.  
 
If you are unable to rearrange the furniture satisfactorily, you must plan to have 
your leader move about so that he can be seen by all the participants. Move 
slowly and as naturally as possible. Don't be surprised or "thrown off" by 
someone wanting to touch you as you pass. Try to minister to this need in a way 
that doesn't detract from the service. A squeeze on the hand is often enough, or a 
brief word of acknowledgment. Or perhaps you can hold the person's hand for 
several minutes as you continue the service.  
 
The worship leader and all those who have a part in the service must be sensitive 
to those who are hard of hearing. It is not inappropriate to ask whether anyone is 
having difficulty hearing. Once you have determined what your volume level 
ought to be, try to maintain it.  
 
SUGGESTED FORM OF WORSHIP (Total time: 30-45 minutes)  
 
Introduction  
Introduce yourself and the worship time, making a transition from other 
activities.  
 
Call to Worship  
A psalm (such as Ps. 95 or 100) is useful here.  
 
Invocation  
Your opening prayer should be clear, authoritative and short  
 
Songs  
Singing brings involvement and awakens past experiences of worship. 
Instruments (piano, guitar, flute, etc.) can be profitably used, especially if the 
leader has trouble directing in singing. Requests for favorites may be included 
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here.  
 
Scripture  
Scripture may be read at this point or during your message. Many worship 
leaders prefer to use the King James Version since it is what many elderly people 
are accustomed to.  
 
Message  
This should not be a full-scale sermon. Ten to fifteen minutes in length should be 
sufficient.  
 
Prayer  
This prayer is the counterpart of what is often termed the “pastoral prayer." 
Pray for residents in the home, and with them for others.  Requests may be 
taken, but note what is said in “Participation in a Worship Service" (see next 
section). Remember too that much training in intercession can be done by 
example.  
 
The Lord's Prayer  
Because this prayer is familiar, it can well be used as a prayer in unison at the 
close of the previous prayer.  
 
Songs  
Depending on the time available (e.g., if your talk was quite brief), circumstances 
(e.g., no scheduled activities follow the service) and alertness or eagerness of the 
residents, more singing may be appropriate.  
 
Closing  
Close with a brief prayer and scriptural blessing (e.g., Jude 24, 25; Heb 13:20, 21; 
2 Cor. 13:14 and/or the doxology).  
 
We have found it worthwhile to announce at the beginning of the service that we 
are willing to talk or pray with individuals after the service.  Those who have a 
desire to share their extensive needs and deep-felt emotions during the service 
will then be satisfied to wait.  After the service we ask those who wish to prayer—
or who just need to talk—to raise their hands. 
 
We have also noticed in the homes we have visited, the desire of many individuals 
to receive Holy Communion.  The elderly are often overlooked in this area of the 
church’s spiritual life.  Perhaps a way to overcome this is to arrange for a minister 
tom come, asking individuals to indicate, during the week before, their desire to 
receive communion.  Take down names and go to individual rooms with the 
minister to provide a link with the worship services you have been conducting.  If 
individuals express privately their desire for Holy Communion, ask appropriate 
ministers of their denomination to come to them whenever possible.   Churches 
should also be encouraged to transport the elderly to their communion services. 
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PARTICIPATION IN A WORSHIP SERVICE  
 
Participation by persons other than the leader is very helpful. Since the elderly 
often are like small children with respect to attention span and interest, activity 
during the service promotes alertness and attention. This is true whether the 
activity comes from people you bring with you, or from those within the home. 
Beware, however, of precipitating confusion and disorder through too much 
activity or by means of changes that occur too quickly.  
 
Participation by People from Outside the Home  
Use the many gifts that others have been given by having them lead in song or 
prayer, give their testimony, read Scripture or do whatever they feel confident 
enough to do. Assistants are invaluable for providing help with hymn- books 
(both distribution and finding the hymns during the service) as well as 
functioning as troubleshooters for the possible interruptions that may occur. 
Children can be of considerable help in certain tasks and usually are 
appreciated by the residents.  
 
Participation by Residents in the Nursing Home  
Feel free to ask the staff, residents and even visitors to participate if they wish. 
Often there are staff members who are free to listen and even join in. They may 
respond to your suggestions by singing, praying, sharing a testimony or otherwise 
encouraging the residents.  
 
If you want to give some of the residents an opportunity to contribute something 
to the service, think over the following questions: Will the contribution be heard? 
(Repeating what is said, will help.) Will the contribution be an aid to worship? 
(Am I ready to handle in public what may be deep personal concerns such as " I 
want to die, " " Someone stole my money" and " I hate it here"?) Will the 
contribution be significant and edifying? (Would controversial and relatively 
insignificant points of view be disclosed which would be difficult to include in 
worship?)  
 
Participation from the residents is quite valuable. Their worshipful, controlled 
participation is a great blessing. It is important to bring them into the service as 
much as is possible. But as you do so, be ready to handle problems should they 
arise.  
 
DEALING WITH INTERRUPTIONS IN A SERVICE  
In any nursing home, no matter where or when you are holding a service there 
may be interruptions. These could come in the form of wandering visitors, 
residents or staff, or as talking, shouting or even arguing among those attending 
the worship service. Obviously you must either recognize the interruption within 
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the context of worship or ignore it. The following suggestions may also be helpful.  
 
Interruptions by Residents  
In the case of loud outbursts or irrelevant interference, it is best if someone not 
leading the service quietly attends to the problem. Often a few soft, direct words 
along with a light touch (a hand on the shoulder, for example) will restore calm. 
If you are alone, or if the outburst persists, you yourself may need to say or do 
something. Feel free to ask the staff to remove the person if the service is 
continually disrupted.  
 
Interruptions by Staff  
When it is a staff member who is noisy, inconsiderate and disruptive be 
forbearing! Indicate before the service in a gentle, humble manner that you are 
about to conduct a worship service and would appreciate their cooperation. In 
some cases, someone may need to remind them during the service. We have 
found that most staff members are willing to cooperate if they are approached in 
a humble manner. If problems persist, however, feel free to speak to the activities 
director or the nurse in charge. Remember, by now you have cleared your 
presence with the authorities and have their backing. Use this clout if you need 
to, so that God may be worshiped and glorified and the needs of the residents 
may be met.  
 
Interruptions by Visitors  
We have found most visitors to be very sensitive and cooperative. En- courage 
them to join in the worship until it is finished and then continue their visit 
afterwards. If they have limited time and must visit with their friend or relative, 
visitors will often move away from the service. Assist them in this if necessary so 
that there may be minimal disruption of the service.  
 
PREPARING A MESSAGE  
 
We offer here some suggestions to those who are not accustomed to delivering a 
Bible message as well as to those who might want to improve their skills:  

1.  Familiarize yourself with the Scripture passage on which you are going 
to base your message. Read and reread the passage in its larger context. Pray for 
insight to understand and present the passage faithfully. If possible, memorize 
the key text.  

2. Pick several key words or concepts from the passage, and study them in 
light of the whole of Scripture. In studying Matthew 5:6, for example, took at the 
image of hungering and thirsting, as well as being satisfied, in both the Old and 
New Testaments. Also explore the concepts of blessedness and righteousness.  

3. Summarize the main point of the passage in a simple sentence. It is 
important, especially with the elderly, to be both crystal clear and concise. 
Making such a summary will help you to do this. An example of such a sentence, 
using Matthew 5:6 as a base, would be: "In order to be righteous we must desire 
it with our whole being."  

4. Prayerfully seek out applications of this passage to present daily 
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situations in your life and the lives of the elderly. Reformulate your summary 
sentence with these applications in mind, using the word you so that your 
audience will be clear on what they can do differently in response to your 
preaching.  

5. As you actually write the message, work backwards from your 
conclusion (i.e., the application). Ask yourself questions like what? where? how? 
and why? about the application, in order that all you say will point to your single 
conclusion.  
 
Guidelines for Bible Messages  
Relate to the Past For many elderly people there are strong elements of the past 
that need to be appreciated, evaluated and often reconciled before God. There is a 
scriptural basis for this in Psalm 105. This psalm shows Israel in the process of 
reviewing and evaluating her past relationship with the Lord. You want to help 
the elderly-as the psalmist does in this psalm-to see the hand of God in their 
lives. Keep in mind general areas that are areas of difficulty for many older 
people, such as bitterness, anger, grief or guilt, and use them as themes for your 
message. People should be able to make personal application to their own lives.  
 
Relate to the Present Many people use reflection on the past not to resolve 
conflicts, but to 'escape present conditions. Seek to involve elderly people in the 
present. Remember their present afflictions such as loneliness, pain, feelings of  
uselessness, etc. Speak to these concerns specifically. In order to help them relate 
to the present speak to them of what God is doing today in the world, in the 
church and even in their own nursing home.  
 
Relate to the Future  
Convey the hope we have as Christians both in this life and the life to come. 
Emphasize the promises of God and his great faithfulness. The resurrection is 
central to our hope (see John 3:16b; Col. 3:1-4; 1 John 3:2, 3; Rev. 21, 22).  
 
As you relate your messages to the past, present and future, keep in mind the 
following general suggestions:  

1.  Exhort your congregation to faith, to hope, to love and to service of God 
now (see 2 Corinthians I and any of the praise or lament psalms-e.g., 22, 77, 143, 
113-118) for some scriptural support for this as well as the scriptural patterns.  

2. Build many of your messages on a consistent theme. Emphasizing one 
theme over a long period is valuable, for it gives stability to their lives and helps 
make meaningful connections for them week by week. For in- stance, you might 
try a series of sermons on Psalm 23, the Lord's Prayer or the Sermon on the 
Mount. Whatever theme you choose to unite your messages, be sure it is 
applicable to the nursing home situation.  

3.  Use vivid illustrations to clarify your main points. Make sure you use 
images that the elderly can relate to easily-e.g., holiday seasons, birthdays, 
weddings, family gatherings, relationships, nature, etc. Share illustrations from 
your own life also, as long as they are things the elderly can identify with.  

4. Quote the old, familiar hymns in your sermons, as well as using them 
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for singing. (Remember that what is familiar to you may not be familiar to them.)  
5. State the gospel clearly somewhere in your message, and perhaps often. 

John 3:16 is a familiar verse that contains a central aspect of the gospel and fits 
nicely into many different messages.  

6. Repeat, repeat, repeat. Repetition is very necessary in all 
teaching, especially in a nursing home. Repetition provides 
coherence to a talk and can clarify and communicate your main 
point. You may want to recite and possibly help the residents to 
memorize a certain text as part of your message.  

7. Simplify your message to one or two main ideas. Elaborate, amplify, 
explain, illustrate, repeat and otherwise dwell upon and seek to communicate 
that main thrust. Use your hymns and prayers to reinforce this same point. The 
use of explicit biblical language is one good way to communicate simply. The 
message must be kept short (ten to fifteen minutes).  
 
CONDUCTING BIBLE STUDIES  
 
Conducting a study of Scripture in a nursing home can be very similar to 
conducting a worship service. Because of the short attention span of many older 
people, a lengthy exposition of a Scripture passage is not advisable. An inductive 
Bible study, in which questions are asked in order to bring out the main points, is 
often most helpful, especially when the residents are alert and verbally 
responsive. Otherwise, a short explanation is appropriate, with questions 
interspersed if possible. Remember that people may fall asleep if they are not 
actively participating.  
 
Below is a format for a Bible study that incorporates a few elements of worship as 
well. Obviously this format can be abbreviated considerably if time or 
circumstances necessitate.  
Prayer  
Hymn(s)  
Reading of Scripture  
Study of Scripture (including questions and discussion)       
Prayer-based on the study and its implications 
Hymn  
 
We have found the following passages to be excellent for verse-by-verse (and 
week-by-week) treatment. Dealing with only one verse at each study is good 
because a single verse is more easily remembered than a longer passage. And we 
do recommend encouraging the memorization of the verse as a part of the study. 
The continuous treatment of one text has seemed most wise. In this way a wide 
field of thought is covered in a unified way, but yet in "bite- sized" portions.  
 
Suggested Passages:  
1. Psalm 23  
2. The Lord's Prayer  
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3. Matthew 5-7 (The Sermon on the Mount) 
4. Selected topics and themes as appropriate  
 
Bible study guides on selected passages and themes can also be adapted for use in 
nursing homes.  
 
EVANGELISM  
 
"Evangelism in the Nursing Home" is a topic about which there has been 
considerable discussion. There are many who believe our main purpose in 
visitation should be to befriend the elderly and help meet their physical and 
emotional needs, offering spiritual guidance only if it is requested. Others stress 
the priority of direct evangelism and desire to submit all other aims to this one 
overarching purpose. Elderly people are so near to death, this latter group claims, 
that we must constantly proclaim verbally the gospel and urge repentance, lest 
they also perish eternally.  
 
Coming to terms with these two different opinions is no easy task. Granted, many 
people you visit are facing imminent death. This does not mean, however, that 
there is not enough time for the Holy Spirit to work. Overzealous evangelists who 
proclaim the gospel without first becoming acquainted with the person and 
accurately determining his needs can often do more harm than good. The good 
news of Jesus Christ is a gift and it must be offered as a gift, not used as a threat 
or a weapon.  
 
On the other hand, sickness, an imminent operation, loneliness, grief or 
depression-all are deep spiritual needs that can be met by the gospel as it is 
offered even by someone hitherto unknown to the sufferer. We must be sensitive 
to the fact that God has perhaps prepared someone for us to share the gospel with 
and we must be ready to give the gift that has so freely been given to us.  
 
There is no single answer as to when and how to evangelize. The key to 
discovering what to do in any given situation is the Holy Spirit. God has gone 
before us and we must respond to what he has already done and is continuing to 
do in people's hearts.  
 
Our response at times may be simply showing God's love through our actions. Or 
we may have opportunity to share the gospel verbally. In either case, we must be 
people of prayer who are actively relying on God's guidance before, during and 
following our visits.  
 
As we seek to be guided in our evangelism, we must not overlook the fact that 
God has given each of us different gifts. Some people are skilled in the t6 art of 
friendship." They can make a lasting impression of God's love and care simply 
through a long, committed friendship. Others have gifts for sharing the gospel 
directly with people whom they don't know. We must each evaluate God's gifts to 
us, making sure we are truly honest in our motivation. On the one hand, the 
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"friend" must not hold back from sharing the good news of Christ for fear of 
being thought foolish. The "evangelist, " on the other hand, should not avoid 
making friends for fear of becoming involved and committed.  
 
With these initial thoughts in mind, the following suggestions should be 
considered:  
 
1. A worship service for believers is evangelism for the unconverted. The simple, 
direct gospel (e.g., John 3:16ff.) shared throughout a service is an encouragement 
and comfort for believers and a call to faith for non-believers.  
2. In individual visitation, in the context of an established, caring relationship, 
one good way to open conversation is to share some recent insight or activity of 
God in your life.  
3. Literature provides another avenue for evangelism. Subordinate the literature 
to personal communication. Share from the literature before leaving it. Avoid, 
when possible, mass distribution of literature without personal contact.  
4. Be sensitive to the needs of the individual you are visiting. These needs-often 
very near the surface-provide a wonderful opportunity to ex- press the truth and 
compassion of Jesus Christ.  
5. Sharing openly with a Christian resident in a room where there are non- 
Christians present can be another effective method of evangelism. We have found 
great interest among roommates when they see the joy and peace that a 
relationship with God through Christ can bring. Sometimes there may be only a 
desire to be noticed-but that, too, offers a chance to befriend and share more 
openly. Encourage Christian residents to share their faith with other residents 
who do not know Christ.  
6. See "What Is Visitation?" (in Part 111) for further information on how to share 
the gospel through using yourself, Scripture and prayer.  
7. Evangelism with the elderly is in many respects like evangelism with any other 
person. Therefore, we recommend the reading and study of any good book on the 
topic of evangelism. We suggest the following books:  
 
Ford, Leighton. Good News Is for Sharing. Elgin, III .: David C - Cook Pub Co., 
1977.  

Little, Paul. How to Give Away Your Faith - Chicago: InterVarsity Press, 1966.  

MacNair, Donald. The Living Church. Philadelphia: Great Commission 
Publications, 1980.  

Metzger, Will. Tell the Truth. Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1981.  

Miller, C. John. Evangelism and Your Church. Phillipsburg, N.J.: Presbyterian 
and Reformed Pub. Co., 1980.  

Pippert, Rebecca Manley. Out of the Salt Shaker.- Evangelism as a Way of Life. 
Downers Grove, Ill.: lntervarsity Press, 1980.  

Rinker, Rosalyn, and Griffith, Harry. Sharing God's Love. Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan Pub. House, 1976. 
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PART V 
ORGANIZING THE CHURCH FOR 

MINISTRY 
 
While the major thrust of this manual is to help Christians in a nursing home 
ministry, this final part enlarges the scope a bit to help churches organize to meet 
the needs of elderly people both inside and outside of nursing homes. 
 
This part is adapted from “Developing Programs for Senior Citizens—A 
Handbook for churches,” produced by the Delaware County of (PA) Services for 
the Aging, and is included here with their permission.  We gratefully acknowledge 
the editors: Judy Oerkvitz, Louis Colbert, Norma Thomas and Verne Dalton. 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Churches have historically sought to minister to the special needs of widows, 
orphans and the aged.  Today many churches are reexamining their efforts along 
these lines in light of the changing cultural and social situation.  As concern for 
the plight of the aged has increased, so too have the resources available to the 
church.  Health systems, social agencies and informational services all stand 
ready to provide support to churches taking on new projects or otherwise 
strengthening their ministry with the aging. 
 
The purpose of this section is threefold: 
 

1. To provide general guidelines as to how a church can plan a 
program to serve and involve the older adult. 

2. To offer some suggestions about how to plan, organize and 
maintain an effective volunteer program. 

3. To suggest ideas for the kinds of programs that churches can 
undertake to help alleviate problems faced by senior citizens. 

 
This section has been designed to provide an overview of the major elements of 
program development.  Detailed instructions have necessarily been omitted due 
to the fact that program development and implementation will vary according to 
the particular situation of a given church. 
 

HOW TO PLAN YOUR PROGRAM 
 
Develop a Planning Committee 
Organize a committee responsible for looking into program ideas and developing 
a plan to extend the church's ministry to/with the aging. Ideally, this committee 
should consist of the pastor, one or more members of the church's governing 
body and several members of the congregation. It is recommended that older 
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people themselves be recruited for this committee. The responsibility of the 
committee will be to survey the needs and resources, define the problems, 
develop plans for problem resolution, work to initiate programs, review the 
problems in light of program impact and make appropriate program 
adjustments.  
 
Survey the Needs  
Before a program can be developed, the church must have a clear idea of the 
unmet needs of elderly people in the church and surrounding community. It may 
be useful to develop a questionnaire which can be used in talking with elderly 
members of the church, relatives of church members and community residents. 
Statistics from the local municipality may be helpful. Interviews with local elected 
officials, staff from neighborhood health and welfare organizations and other 
health care delivery systems, and the area agency on aging should be able to help 
the planning committee discover the problem areas of elderly people in the 
community. Prioritize the unmet needs and service gaps.  
 
Gather Suggestions for Programs  
The sky is the limit when it comes to ideas for possible programs. Plan a way to 
involve as many of the congregation as possible in brainstorming ideas and 
discussing alternative approaches to the problems that have been uncovered. 
From this you should also be able to determine where people's interests lie, as 
well as generate enthusiasm.  

Choose a Strategy  
There are two basic strategies which might be used. The first is for the church to 
develop linkages with existing programs serving senior citizens, such as Meals on 
Wheels or the Retired Senior Volunteer Program. The church could recruit 
volunteers of all ages from within the congregation to help extend these services 
to additional elderly people. Older people who have unmet needs could be 
referred to these and other agencies for services.  
 
The second strategy is to establish a new program, such as a Senior Club or 
Friendly Visiting Program, using the church as a base. This kind of approach will 
probably involve greater expenditures of time, personnel and resources, but 
might also bring greater satisfaction to all concerned. Programs can be a "one-
shot" operation or an ongoing activity.  
 
When deciding which approach to take, the planning committee will need to 
consider the following factors:  

1. What is the mission of the church? How would this program fit in?  
2. What are the unmet needs of the elderly in the church and surrounding 

community?  
3. What are the church's resources?  

a. What are the facilities of the church building (kitchen, lounge, gym, 
library)? Would a program conflict with other activities currently taking 
place in the church building? Is the church accessible by public 

 47



transportation?  
b. What equipment and supplies are available (bus, mimeograph, tables, 

chairs, games)?  
c. What is the financial situation of the church? How would it be possible 
to raise funds needed for the program?  
d. Who belongs to the congregation? What skills and interests do they 
have? What groups within the church might be interested in working on a 
program for senior citizens? When are they available? Are there other 
groups that use church facilities which might want to become involved? 
(For example: Scout troops, community groups)  

 
Draw Up a Plan  
After considering these factors and deciding on an approach, the commit- tee 
should draw up a plan for each specific program. The plan should include the 
following components:  
1.  Statement of the goal(s) of the program, and the specific objectives to be 
achieved during a target period. Objectives are specific ends to be reached and 
should be stated in a concrete way. (For example, an objective might read: To 
develop a volunteer shopping-assistance program to serve at least five older 
people each week ... )  

2.  A discussion of how the program will be organized and implemented. 
Consider how many volunteers and/or staff members will be needed. For what 
tasks? Who will coordinate their efforts? How will it be done? What population 
will receive this service? By what means will they be recruited/invited/referred? 
What will the costs be, if any? What records will need to be kept, if any? To whom 
will the program be accountable? How will the senior citizens served be involved 
in the planning and decision-making processes?  

3. A plan for evaluating the progress of the program. What will be the 
timetable for developing this program? How will you know if your goals and 
objectives have been met? Plan to review the program annually and to plan ahead 
for the future on a regular basis.  
 
Plan a program to begin on a small scale but leave room for growth. In- crease the 
size gradually as strengths and weaknesses become evident and as more people 
become interested. Once the plan has been written, solicit comments and 
suggestions from the entire congregation and modify the plan as needed to obtain 
majority support.  
 
Implement the Plan 
In order to implement the plan, it is helpful to develop a detailed list of the steps 
involved and a timetable specifying when they will be accomplished.  Identify 
members of the congregation to be responsible for such steps as purchasing 
supplies and equipment, developing linkages with community resources, raising 
funds and recruiting volunteers.  Make sure that somebody is responsible for 
coordinating this process.   
 
It is important at this point to set up periodic checkpoints for evaluating how the 
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program is functioning.  These periodic reviews will enable you to make 
modifications to the plan based on experience, to make sure that all aspects of the 
program are being implemented in proper sequence and to make sure that the 
plan is accomplishing what it has set out to do. 
 

HOW TO GET A VOLUNTEER PROGRAM STARTED. . AND KEEP IT 
GOING 

 
Coordination and Supervision  
For any program, someone must take responsibility for delegating tasks, 
coordinating activities, keeping records and accounts, etc. Depending on the 
program, these functions may be handled by a small committee or a single 
individual, by volunteers or paid staff. Supervision is also a crucial function in 
volunteer programs. Each group of six to twelve volunteers should be supervised 
by a person who can provide ongoing support, recognize the need for further 
training and help when troubles arise.  
 
Recruiting Volunteers 
Volunteers can be recruited through announcements in newsletters and 
newspapers, via notices on bulletin boards and through personal contacts. When 
a person is asked to volunteer, he or she should be told what tasks are involved, 
approximately how much time they will take and what benefits will be provided 
to the volunteer him/herself. An effort should be made to allow each volunteer 
some choice of activities and to tailor tasks to meet the individual's skills and 
interests.  
 
Some thought should be given to the circumstances of potential volunteers. Are 
they mostly mothers with young children at home? Maybe more volunteers would 
be forthcoming if a baby sitting program were set up to care for their children 
while they work on the program. If the volunteers are elderly, they may need 
transportation to enable them to become involved. If youth groups are involved, 
activities will need to be scheduled in the late afternoon and early evening hours.  
 
Volunteer Training  
Once a volunteer pool has been established, training should be provided. Be sure 
to include a discussion of issues relating to aging, an orientation to the overall 
program being offered, information about specific tasks which volunteers will be 
doing and notice of problems which may arise and how to handle them. It is 
useful to do some role playing so that volunteers can participate in simulated 
situations similar to those they may actually encounter. Each volunteer should 
receive a written description of what he/she is expected to do, and a contact 
person should be designated for future reference. A volunteer contract can be a 
useful tool for specifying basic standards of performance and lines of 
accountability.  It should be expected that a certain percentage of volunteers will 
drop out of the program shortly after it starts. There are many reasons for this: a 
change in one's personal situation which makes volunteering inconvenient, a 
misunderstanding of what is required, or anxiety about one's performance. Plan 
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to follow up with all new volunteers, particularly those whose enthusiasm seems 
to be lagging. Sometimes a bit of personal support is all that is needed. In other 
cases the volunteer may be more comfortable if he/she is assigned to a different 
task.  
 
Ongoing Support for Volunteers  
After a person has begun work as a volunteer, he or she cannot be forgotten or 
taken for granted. Continuing supervision and support are needed to deal with 
problems and questions as they arise, to help maintain the individual's 
enthusiasm, and to give the volunteer recognition for the valuable work he/she is 
doing.. Support activities might include a monthly meeting for all Friendly 
Visitors to share their feelings and experiences, an in-service training session for 
drivers to teach safe-driving tips for winter road conditions, or a friendly phone 
call from the supervisor to each volunteer to help keep things running smoothly 
and answer questions. Be sure to plan these support and in-service training 
sessions for times which are convenient and provide transportation, baby-sitting 
or other services as needed. Remember to evaluate volunteers regularly to make 
sure that they are living up to the standards of their contract.  
 
New volunteers will probably need to be recruited and trained periodically. Take 
steps to help them become integrated with the "old" volunteers.  
 
Volunteer Recognition  
Very few people will do something for nothing. Although most volunteers will 
derive a sense of personal satisfaction from their work, a volunteer recognition 
program is important in keeping them going. Besides personal feedback, 
volunteers can be recognized through newsletter and newspaper articles, bulletin 
board displays, special luncheons and dinners, and community or church 
programs. Use photographs and awards to recognize one or two individuals each 
month. An annual recognition event is often scheduled. Praise people for work 
well done, but above all be sincere.  
 
 
IDEAS FOR PROGRAMS  
 
Spotlight on the Church Itself  
Before a church contemplates starting new service projects to help the aging, it 
might be advisable to look at how well existing church programs are serving the 
elderly and to explore ways to increase the involvement of senior citizens in 
church affairs. In this section, we suggest a number of questions to help a church 
conduct a self-evaluation and some ideas for improvement:  

1.  Do older members of the church attend services and activities 
regularly? If not, why not? Do they lack transportation that could be provided by 
other church members?  

2. How are older members of the church made to feel wanted? Are they 
encouraged to serve on church boards and committees?  

3.  Do church activities appear to be age-segregated? Is this desirable? 
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How can you help church members of all ages interact with one another in a 
meaningful way?  

4.  Is the church accessible to older people, especially those with 
disabilities? Can the building be entered without climbing steps? Perhaps a ramp 
could be built. Are bathroom facilities accessible? Perhaps support bars could be 
installed.  

5.  Could someone with a hearing defect hear the pastor deliver the 
sermon? Maybe it would be helpful to install a public address system, or 
headphones in one or more pews. Could a person with failing eyesight read the 
prayer book or hymnal? If large-print editions are not available, this might 
become a project for the congregation.  

6.  Are topics of interest to the elderly included in church 
programming? Maybe the church could sponsor an educational 
seminar on how to write a will and invite an attorney in to assist 
individuals. How about a discussion series on planning for 
retirement? A program explaining how to make funeral 
arrangements might include a chance for parents and adult 
children to discuss these important plans with one another.  

7.  Old age is a time of losses: physical, mental, personal and social. Clergy 
members have traditionally been, and continue to be, an important source of 
counseling and support for older people.  New techniques such as "life review" 
may help a minister to extend his counseling skills. Workshops and courses on 
death and dying may enable a minister to better understand the mourning 
process and thus provide more support to members of the congregation.  
 
Every church has important resources to offer to older adults, but some- times 
nobody knows about them. If you think this might be the case in your situation, 
you could increase the visibility of the church's ministry to the aging by including 
a special column in the church newsletter, submitting articles to local newspapers 
and giving special recognition to senior citizens in church announcements.  
 
Friendly Visiting Program  
A Friendly Visiting Program is a way of arranging regular visits between a 
volunteer and an older person, in his or her home. The Objectives Of the Program 
are to relieve loneliness; to bring friendship, interests and reasonable activities to 
the elderly; and to assist them in utilizing community resources. A Friendly 
Visitor makes a commitment to be a friend on a long-term basis, and usually 
visits once a week or every other week. An active senior citizen can become a 
Friendly Visitor for a less mobile person.  
 
To arrange a Friendly Visiting Program, you will need: a supervisor or 
coordinator, a group of older people who desire to have Friendly Visitors and a 
group of volunteer visitors.  
 
The supervisor is responsible for training, matching clients with Visitors, 
preparing the Visitor by sharing important information about the client, 
accompanying the Visitor on the initial visit, and providing follow-up support to 

 51



the Visitor. This person will need to devote several hours or days each week. 
Although much of the coordination can be done by telephone, the supervisor will 
probably need to have personal transportation readily available. The supervisor is 
also responsible for arranging support activities such as a monthly meeting for all 
Friendly Visitors, further training and volunteer recognition.  
 
A group of clients can be developed by the church in coordination with local 
social service agencies. As a result of outreach efforts, the church may learn of 
older people who would like to have a Friendly Visitor. Social ser- vice agencies 
may also locate potential clients and refer them to this program. An alternative 
approach is to arrange a Friendly Visiting Program between the church and a 
nearby nursing home or institution for the elderly.  
 
The Friendly Visitors volunteer an hour or two each week. When visiting their 
friends, they may spend time talking, reading, assisting with letter writing, 
playing games, etc. The Friendly Visitor is also expected to report situations of 
stress or need to his or her supervisor so that a referral can be made to obtain 
needed help. Friendly Visitors will need to have transportation or to walk to their 
friend's home.  
 
A Friendly Visiting Program involves only a moderate amount of time, 
coordination and money, yet it can bring a great deal of happiness both to older 
people and to volunteers. It is in harmony with the humanitarian principles of all 
religious groups and fits easily into most people's weekly schedules. For this 
reason, it is an ideal way for a church to extend its ministry to the aging.  
 
Telephone Reassurance Program  
A Telephone Reassurance Program is also a way of linking volunteers with older 
adults to relieve loneliness and to develop friendships. In addition, a Telephone 
Reassurance Program is a way of checking on the health and safety of older adults 
who live alone.  To arrange a Telephone Reassurance Program, you will also need 
a supervisor, a client group and a group of volunteer callers who will make a 
commitment to be a friend on a long-term basis. The roles of the supervisor and 
client group are similar to those described for the Friendly Visiting Program.  
 
The caller volunteers to telephone his or her partner daily on the basis of a 
prearranged schedule. The daily conversation need not be long, although it is 
expected that as the individuals become friends, they will have more to talk about 
and may want to visit one another occasionally. If the older adult does not answer 
the telephone, however, the caller will take steps to make sure that the older adult 
is all right. The caller will follow a specified procedure developed by the 
Telephone Reassurance Program. (This might include calling the person every 
fifteen minutes for the next hour and-if the phone remains unanswered-calling a 
neighbor, the police or fire rescue squad to investigate.) In this way, the older 
adult is reassured by knowing that if he or she should become hurt or ill, and 
unable to call for assistance, he or she will be discovered and cared for within a 
reasonable period of time.  
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Like Friendly Visiting, a Telephone Reassurance Program does not involve 
complicated equipment or a great amount of time, but it is a small way to bring 
peace of mind to older people.  
 
Personal Assistance Program  
A Personal Assistance Program for older people is simply what it says: a way of 
arranging for volunteers to help older people with difficult tasks, either on a 
regular basis or once in a while.  
 
Some examples of assistance that might be provided are:  

• Someone to help an older person with failing eyesight write checks, pay 
bills and go to the bank, once or twice a month.  

• Someone to offer shopping assistance to an older person once a week. 
• Someone to prepare meals and assist in personal hygiene for a few days if 

an older person becomes ill.  
• Someone to assist an older person in occasional heavy cleaning, such as 

spring-cleaning the attic, garage or cellar.  
• Someone to rake leaves in the fall.  
• Someone to cut grass once a week during the spring and summer. 
• Someone to fix a broken appliance and do other minor repairs. 
• Someone to assist in light cleaning on a regular basis, once a week.  

 
To arrange a Personal Assistance Program requires the following:  

1.  Detective work, to find out what needs to be done and to offer helpful 
assistance to older people who might be reticent about asking.  

2.  Some imagination in recruiting volunteers for each task. Maybe a Scout 
troop that meets in the church could do yard maintenance over the summer or a 
youth group could do spring-cleaning for several individuals. A retired man 
might be happy to provide Handy-Andy assistance to several older women. An 
older woman might be happy to use her cooking skills to help another in need. 
Think about all the people and groups affiliated with the church and attempt to 
involve as many as possible.  

3. A coordinator, responsible for matching requests for assistance with 
volunteers willing and able to provide it.  

4. Publicity to make the service known to all church and community 
members. It might be helpful to publicize a phone number in the church 
newsletter and local newspapers and to remind church members whenever 
announcements are made.  
 
Remember to update the files of volunteers periodically, as people's skills and 
availability may change over a period of time.  
 
Although a Personal Assistance Program might begin as a way of helping older 
people, it might end up as a Talent Exchange involving all members of the church 
in helping one another, using older persons as both clients and resource people.  
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Adopt-A-Grandparent  
An Adopt-A-Grandparent Program is based on the idea that younger people and 
older people need one another, and that each role in a traditional family system 
(children, parents, grandparents) is important for the growth and development of 
other family members. In modern society, many families live in different parts of 
the country, too far to interact with one an- other on a regular basis. In other 
families, significant family members have died, leaving gaps in the family system. 
Under an Adopt-A-Grandparent Program, younger families and older adults are 
matched up with one an- other and establish a relationship similar to that 
between grandparents and natural families. Such a relationship might include 
interaction including frequent telephone contacts and visits, shared holiday and 
birthday celebrations, and a pattern of reciprocal services that family members 
perform for one another (e.g., transportation, child care, cooking, home repairs, 
etc.).  
 
To set up an Adopt-A- Grandparent Program, the following steps need to be 
taken:  

1. Identify older adults and younger families who wish to participate in 
the program.  

2. Match them up and arrange for them to meet one another. Make sure 
that people are compatible and share significant interests and values. Make sure 
both have a chance to decide whether or not they wish to “adopt" each other.  

3. Assist them in developing a mutually satisfying relationship. Remember 
that not all older adults have been parents or natural grandparents. Some 
churches have assisted older adults in becoming grandparents by sponsoring a 
series of discussions about "how to be a creative grandparent," and offering 
suggestions for ways to relate to young children.  
 
 
It might also be possible to institute an Adopt-A-Grandparent relation- ship with 
older people in a nursing home or extended care facility. Be sure to discuss the 
nature of the program with the administrator and work out details of 
transportation, meals, visiting, etc. Both families and potential grandparents 
must share common expectations for the program.  
 
Although we have discussed Adopt-A-Grandparent as a formally established 
program, we must point out that this kind of "adoption" often occurs naturally 
when older adults and younger people come to know each other through 
participation in other kinds of programs, such as Friendly Visiting or through 
informal interaction within the framework of a common church or neighborhood.  
 
Adopt-A-Home 
Nursing homes, institutions for the aging, and long-term care facilities are all 
institutions out of the mainstream of thought and activity of the regular 
community. Because the residents of these facilities are unable to get out to 
participate in normal activities, many suffer from enforced social and cultural 
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isolation.  
 
Life does not have to be this way. We have the option of bringing the outside 
world in through cooperation between a church and an institution. This type of 
commitment should be a long-term commitment, not just a seasonal one, 
although special seasonal activities are always appropriate.  
 
The nature, style and frequency of involvement of a church with a nursing home 
or extended care facility would vary according to the particular needs of the 
facility and the resources of the providers. Programs could vary from a monthly 
sing-along provided by church choir and organist, to an arts and crafts program, 
to a church-sponsored picnic for residents, to an ongoing Friendly Visiting 
Program for individual residents.  
 
Programs should be set up well in advance with the facility administrator. 
Consistency of commitment is a key ingredient to program success.  
 
Guardianship  
If an older person becomes mentally incompetent, unable to handle his or her 
day-to-day affairs, and seems to have no family or relatives available to make 
decisions for his care, he may be in need of a legally established guardian.  
 
There are two forms of guardianship. A "Guardian of the Person" is an individual 
responsible for making decisions regarding the personal well- being of another: 
e.g., where the person will live, whether he should be institutionalized, etc. A 
"Guardian of the Estate" is an individual responsible for making decisions 
regarding the estate and financial situation of another to further that person's 
well-being. Because a guardian of the estate can receive a certain percentage of 
the estate in return for providing management, it is often possible to arrange for a 
bank, lawyer or insurance firm to take on this responsibility, if there are 
significant assets involved. However, many older people have little more than a 
few pieces of furniture and their monthly social security check, and it is very 
difficult to find persons willing to take on responsibility for managing these 
assets. It is possible for one person to assume guardianship of both the person 
and the estate.  
 
There is a great need for caring, responsible adults to serve as guardians for older 
people no longer able to make decisions for themselves. Members of your church 
might be competent and willing to assume this role. To be a guardian, one must 
accept a permanent relationship of responsibility for an- other; one must keep 
accurate records of financial and interpersonal transactions; one must be able to 
weigh the needs of the other when making decisions; and one must be 
accountable to the court. The guardian thus functions as both advocate and 
caretaker.  
 
Transportation Assistance Program  
A Transportation Assistance Program is another means of linking volunteers with 
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older adults to provide a variety of transportation services, such as trips to 
doctors, hospitals, therapists, churches, stores, friends, etc. To establish a 
Transportation Assistance Program you will need a coordinator, a client group 
and volunteer drivers with cars.  
 
The program can operate several ways, depending on the coordinator's style, the 
needs of the client group and the number of volunteers. A system to request rides 
several days in advance usually works well, with provisions for a small number of 
emergency trips. Coordinators can arrange trips according to days people want to 
go or according to geographic locations desired. Generally, volunteers drive 
persons closest to their homes. No-fault insurance, as required by law, covers 
both passengers and drivers in case of accidents.  
 
Volunteers would register with the coordinator, specifying the day and/or days 
they wish to volunteer and the hours each day. Older adults needing 
transportation would call a predetermined number to make reservations in 
advance. The coordinator would then match a volunteer with a client and confirm 
reservations with both parties.  
 
Churches that wish to provide transportation specifically for Sunday services can 
develop a program similar to car pooling. You would need someone to coordinate 
this activity. Persons attending services regularly who have additional space in 
their cars would be potential volunteers - Volunteers would register with the 
coordinator along with older persons desiring transportation to church. The 
coordinator would then match volunteers with riders according to geographic 
locations. Of course, the coordinator would have to set up procedures to follow 
when one of the two parties cannot make it.  
 
A Transportation Assistance Program can be a tremendous asset to your 
community; it can provide a means to keep people happy and productive during 
their later years.  
 
Senior Citizen Clubs 
A Senior Citizen Club is a group of people who get together to perform some tasks 
and/or for social-emotional reasons. In most cases, these clubs' first function is to 
provide a setting for interaction, social supports and just plain fun. It is 
important to note that both locally and nationally it has been found that Senior 
Groups can be an effective means of preventing and re- solving isolation and its 
attendant problems. In addition to providing a place for social contacts and 
friendships, it functions in a variety of other ways. These clubs also provide a way 
for re-involving the elderly in society, demonstrating and developing skills and 
talents of older people, providing a locus for advocacy and linking older people in 
need with services.  
 
A church that is concerned about the associational needs of its senior citizens 
should examine these clubs to determine whether the church could support or 
revitalize an existing club or whether it would be appropriate to establish a 
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church-sponsored group. It is likely that some people would be inclined to join a 
club simply because it is church-related. On the other hand, of course, if a club is 
too closely associated with its church sponsor, it might hamper an open 
membership policy.  
 
The following steps are appropriate in order to establish a Senior Club:  

1.  Determine the number of older adults in your congregation and 
community and examine their needs. Is there a need for a Senior Citizen Club?  

2.  Form a steering committee of senior citizens - To provide the initial 
leadership to educate the group , to recruit members , to set up the initial 
meeting. 

3.  Set up an initial club meeting. Choose an appropriate and convenient 
setting. Set up the agenda to include a speaker or film or other event of general 
interest.  Plan for the election of officers (at least temporary ones).  
Allow for a general discussion on the direction of the club for the future.  Include 
a time for socialization. Refreshments and name-tags help people feel 
comfortable with a new group of people.  When setting up an initial meeting one 
should remember that a luncheon is an extremely good way of getting people to 
turn out. People are generally willing to pay for this. However, a luncheon 
meeting will take more planning, even if it is catered. To get an accurate meal 
count, reservations need to be taken in advance.  

4.  Recruit participants. A public relations officer could be appointed from 
the steering committee to see that local papers carry advance notice of the 
meeting.  Invitations will need to be sent out. Personal contacts and phone 
contacts are the most effective way to get people to commit themselves. It may 
take several meetings before a core group of interested persons is developed to 
form the nucleus of a club.  

5.  Provide transportation or make arrangements for car-pooling. 
Attention should be given to transportation and escort services. Some people do 
not like to arrive alone. Others may be unable to participate unless they have 
transportation provided.  

6.  Assist in club and program development.  After the club is established it 
may be necessary to provide continued support to assist in the institution of a 
permanent structure, developing volunteer or staff skills and the establishing of a 
sound financial base.  
 
Rotating Fund 
It is inevitable, given our busy pace of life, that not all members of a church will 
be willing or able to volunteer time to extend the church's ministry to the aging. 
However, there may be some individuals who are willing to contribute funds, 
others who will work on fund-raising projects. These funds may be used to 
support programs described above by paying for salaries, rent, equipment or 
volunteer expenses; or they may be combined to form a Rotating Fund to meet 
special needs of elderly citizens. Here are some ideas for how the money could be 
used:  

• To install a telephone and pay the monthly bills for a senior citizen to 
allow him or her to participate in the Telephone Reassurance Program.  
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• To extend low-interest loans to older people for home repairs.  
• To assist older people in paying fuel bills incurred during extremely 

cold winters.  
• To assist an older person in paying for dialysis needed on a regular 

basis.  
• To build a ramp or install a chair lift for a person who becomes 

disabled (to allow him or her to continue living at home).  
• To provide glasses, a hearing aid or dentures for a needy person.  
• To stock an emergency food closet.  
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