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WE NEED YOUR HELP

Although the OLDER ADULT WEEK PLANNING GUIDE is sent free of charge by 
request, it does cost us approximately $16,000 to publish it. We have this item 
listed in the Extra Commitment Opportunity (ECO) booklet. If you have extra 
funds that you would like to donate to this ECO account to help cover the cost 
of the Planning Guide, we would be most grateful. Gifts can be sent to: 

Miriam Dunson 
100 Witherspoon St. 

Louisville, KY 40202-1396 

If you have questions, please call 1-888-728-7228, ext. 5487 
for further information about this opportunity.

There is a second request that we want to make to you. We want the Older 
Adult Week Planning Guide to be as helpful as is possible, and meet your 
needs as nearly as we can. Therefore if you have suggestions for additions, 
changes, themes, etc., please send them to us so that we may have your input 
and guidance in developing this very important resource.

To assist you in sharing your ideas, please tear out this sheet, fill it out, and 
return it to us at the address above.

1. 	 What would you add to the OAWeek Planning Guide that is not now 	
included?

2. 	 Name some themes (subject matter) that you believe should be 		
covered in future Guides.

3. 	 Are there other ways that the Guide could be improved? Formatting? 	
Arrangement of articles? Publicity? Ordering procedures?

4. 	 Other suggestions:
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The research project involved all ages, however, it was discovered that 
over half of the events typically occur in the lives of persons over age fifty. 
The research showed that the older people become, the more frequently 
they experience life-changing transitions.

Therefore, the theme for the 2002 Older Adult Week Planning Guide is 
“Transitions in Later Life.”

The first week in May has been on the church calendar for some years 
designated as “Older Adult Week.” The purpose for having an Older Adult 
Week is to honor aging for all ages, especially to recognize and to honor 
the older members of the congregation. The focus of Older Adult Week 
is to encourage the view that aging is a natural part of living, involving the 
entire life span from birth to death, to affirm and to celebrate aging for all 
ages, and in all stages of development and functional levels. The focus is 
also to look at a particular issue each year and to build Older Adult Week 
Planning around that issue. Since the 2002 theme is “Transitions in Later 
Life” all the materials are designed to help congregations find their role 
in supporting and giving practical help to older persons in transition, and 
to build programs that will continue that support throughout the year, not 
just during Older Adult Week.

The rationale for including Older Adult Week in the church calendar is the 
fact that the numbers of older adults in the church, in our nation and around 
the world are increasing faster than the church is able to ready itself to 
minister with this important segment of the population. Society is in 
transition, the lives of older people are changing, and the church must also 
change in order to be relevant.

Congregations are encouraged to plan events for each day of Older Adult 
Week, providing services, visiting, planning programs and doing something 
special every day that will honor, celebrate and bring joy to the older 
members of the church. At the same time it is hoped that the efforts to 
meet the needs of persons in transition during that special week will not 
end with the ending or Older Adult Week, but will be the beginning of new 
programs that will provide care, support and joy in the lives of older persons 
for the rest of the year, and for the rest of their lives.

3
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DEMOGRAPHICS — THE CONTEXT IN WHICH 
WE DO OLDER ADULT MINISTRY:

The number of Americans 65 years and older amounts to 35 million 
currently, and is projected to become 80 million by 2050, according to 
the Census Bureau, and quoted by USA Today. When we move the age 
up to 85, the demographics become even more mind-boggling. For 
example, the Census Bureau reports that in the United States in 1990, 
there were 6.9 million people aged 80 or older, and by 2050, this figure 
will increase to 29 million. In other words, one in 35 Americans was 80 
or older in 1990, and by 2050, at least one in 13 will be 80 years of age 
or older.

There are currently 70,000 centenarians in the United States, and it is 
reported by Walter M. Bortz II., M.D. in his book Dare to be 100, that 
by the end of 2001, there were 100,000.  USA Today reports that by 
2050, there will be 834,000 centenarians in the United States. The 
church has not yet designed ways of ministering to centenarians, but 
this privilege is now upon us.

Currently, approximately 4 million Americans have Alzheimer's Disease, 
and by 2050, it is projected that there will be 14 million. The possibility 
of developing this disease increases with age. Newsweek in January 
31, 2000, reported that 19 percent of people 75-84 have Alzheimer's 
Disease, and the disease affects nearly half of those 85 and older. The 
church can provide ministry in this area — caregiving, respite care, 
emotional support, and guidance. Until recently, Alzheimer’s Disease 
has been seen as a family responsibility, not to be interfered with by 
others.

In the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), 35% of all members are 65 years 
of age or over, 57% are 50 years of age or over, and 57% are 45 years 
of age or older, according to the Presbyterian Panel statistics. The 
median age of Presbyterians is 55 years of age.

PART II
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THE END OF A DECADE

In 1992, the General Assembly adopted the Report of the Task Force on Older 
Adult Ministry in which it set forth seven Priority Issues with encouragement 
to the church to focus on these issues for the next decade. Those issues are:		

• Education and leader development		
• Special focus on issues of racial ethnic older		
   persons		
• Attention to health care and housing issues		
• Education and action concerning the abuse of		
   older adults.		
• Emphasis on intergenerational experiences		
• Attention to spirituality and aging		
• Global and ecumenical concerns

In the year 2002, the focus decade is completed, however the needs continue. 
Many churches have been focusing on these and other issues concerning the 
older members of the congregation. Conferences have been planned around 
the issues and workshops and seminars have been held all around the nation 
on these subjects. However, much more needs to be done to meet the mandate 
set forth by the General Assembly in 1992. The needs do not end just because 
we have come to the end of the decade. It is hoped that churches will continue 
to focus on these and other important issues that emerge concerning meeting 
the needs and utilizing the skills of the older members of the congregation. 
Some have asked the question: “What comes next, now that the decade is 
over?” The answer is for us to “keep on keeping on.”

PART III



 	 Assure a barrier-free environment in which older persons 		
(and younger persons) can function in spite of impairments. 	
Persons with limitations can participate fully in the life of 		
the church if the church building is fully accessible and there 	
are no barriers to the movement of handicapped persons. 	
This includes not only the restroom facilities but the pulpit 	
and choir areas.

 	 Recognize that older persons, including the oldest old, 		
represent a creative resource bank available to the church, 	
and involve them as persons of insight and wisdom.

 	 Assure that homebound persons and those in nursing 		
homes are not separated from the life of the congregation 	
but retain access to the sacraments and are given assistance 	
as needed by the community of faith. Continue to make 		
use of their skills, as appropriate.

 	 Provide guidance and support for adult children caring for 	
their parents or other family member and include support 		
for adult children who are involved in long-distance caregiving, 	
both for the adult children who are the long-distance 		
caregivers and for the parent who perhaps needs some 		
help while the adult children are traveling to be with them.

 	 Cooperate with other churches and community agencies 		
for more effective older adult ministries throughout the 		
community.

 	 As you plan 	programs, be aware of the signals you give to 	
older adults. For example, if a program is listed as “family-	
centered”, many members can feel left out. Other signals 	
might include: having most programs at night, when it is 		
difficult for older persons to attend, poor acoustics, no 		
large-print hymnals or bulletins, no hearing enhancements, 	
many steps into the building, no handicap provisions(including 	
appropriate parking, restrooms, 	doorways, pew space for 	
wheelchairs), uneven pavement 	or carpet, etc.

Think of these things before the week of celebration so that 
there is no hindrance to full celebration by all persons.

9
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TRANSITIONS IN LATER LIFE: THOUGHTS
Richard L. Morgan

Older adults constantly face transitions in the later years. Sometimes they 
are marked by losses, which catapult life into new directions. Loss of health 
may lead to relocation in an assisted living home, or nursing home. Loss 
of spouse forces a new identity. Loss of ability to maintain a home leads 
to relocation in a retirement community or smaller apartment.
Scott Sullender, in his book, Losses in Later Life, well says,		

As we pass over into the second half of life ...			
losses take on a different character. The losses			
we now experience are more frequent, more				
permanent and more negative in nature. (p. 3).	

Older adults wish for stability and permanency in later life. We prefer our 
own homes, our accustomed routine, our comfortable life style. But late 
life brings major transitions to us. William Bridges, whose book, Transitions-
Making Sense of Life’s Changes, described three stages in life’s transitions:

(1) endings followed by a (2) neutral zone, the time between the old and 
the new, and (3) a new beginning. We have to grieve the loss and struggle 
through an unknown time before new beginnings can happen.

I recall as a boy watching with amazement as the trapeze artists swung 
high above the dome of the circus tent. They had to let go of one trapeze 
just at the right moment, hovering in the void before catching hold of the 
other trapeze. Late life is like that. We have to learn to let go of life as it 
was, hover in a strange in-between-time, and then discover the new 
beginning.

There are many classic examples of transitions from the Bible. Abram 
left the security of Ur of the Chaldees and wandered as a pilgrim before 
beginning a new life in Canaan. Moses left the wealth and security of 
Pharoah’s court in Egypt, spent, in-between-time in the wilderness of Midian 
as a shepherd for forty years, before realizing a new beginning as Israel’s 
freedom leader. Ruth departed from her own country, forsaking all hope of 
marriage and a future, and lived in a strange land before Boaz gave her a 
new beginning. The early Christians were forced to give up their close 
relationship with Jesus, experience an unknown life until the Spirit came 
and forged a new beginning. Paul had a successful life as a Pharisee, but 
his dramatic experience of conversion sent him to the wilderness of Arabia, 
before discovering his new mission as an apostle to the Gentiles.

11
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In late life, transitions are inevitable. How we respond to these transitions, 
whether they be a time of stagnation or a time of growth, depends on our 
response.

Every new truth which has ever 
been propounded has,

for a time, caused mischief; it has produced
discomfort and often times unhappiness,
sometimes disturbing social and religious
arrangements, and sometimes merely by

the disruption of old and cherished associations
and thoughts . . . And if the truth is very great

as well as very new, the harm is serious.

— Henry Thomas Buckle, English historian

No one faced greater transitions than the apostle Paul. Perhaps the best words 
he ever wrote about transitions are those written late in his life to the Philippians,

Not that I have already obtained this, 
or have already reached the goal, but I press 

on to make it my own, for Christ Jesus has 
made me his own; Beloved, I do not consider 

that I have made it my own, but this one thing I do: 
forgetting what lies behind and straining forward 
to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal 

for the prize of the heavenly call of 
God in Christ Jesus.

— Philippians 3:12-14

13



A MODEL OF THE THREE STABLE PERIODS OF LIFE

The following model 
developed by Dr. Henry Simmons,

Director of the Center on Aging at Union Theological
Seminary and PSCE clearly distinguishes 

three stable periods of late life, 
each followed by a transition

I.	 FROM MIDDLE AGE TO EXTENDED MIDDLE AGE

Transition: Retirement from the world of work

II.	 FROM EXTENDED MIDDLE AGE TO THE NEW ME

Transition: Ready or Not 
(changes include the death of a spouse, or personal debilitating illness)

III.	 FROM THE NEW ME TO THE REST OF LIVING

Transition: Like it or Not 
(transition into frailty and dependence)

IV.	 FROM THE REST OF LIVING TO DYING

V.	 TRANSITION: intense, life-changing, relatively brief

From Henry C. Simmons and E. Craig MacBean 
Thriving After 55: Your Guide 

to Fully Living the Rest of Your Life. 
(Available from Prime Press, Richmond, VA

email the authors at thrive@primedynamics.com)

15
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Editor's Note:

The following article, “Transitioning Instead of Retiring”

was written by Howard C. Morgan of Chicago, Illinois,

a member of the Fourth Presbyterian Church, Chicago.

Howard transitioned from a successful business career

of forty three years, discovering new directions for his

life. The story of his journey can help any person 

faced with the challenges of transitioning from 

work to “retirement.”



totally new avenues for action. This period of life can be an opportunity. It also 
involves danger. The danger is that the same old patterns, appropriate to other 
stages of life will reassert themselves and the new will not emerge. Danger 
is a strong word, but it seems appropriate to underline the real risk of retirement. 
One you can actually miss if you do not allow this stage of life its own dignity. 

In anticipation of my retirement, I have realized I began an almost unconscious 
process of interviewing. In reality, I was really interviewing myself in redefining 
who I was and what I hope and wanted to become. Searching for a framework, 
I tried to envision myself as a blank canvas, leaving room for a new creation. 
While I didn't know it at the time, I believe I was deciding what I wanted to do 
for the first time in my life, rather than doing the bidding of others. That freedom 
of choice seemed, at the time, a state of being to look forward to achieving 
with great anticipation. Only after I retired did I realize I needed to channel the 
energies emulating from my newfound freedom. 

I chose to celebrate my retirement day with a large reception of business friends 
and family. Others I have known and respected have chosen to leave quietly, 
lunching with close colleagues. The day was a happy one for me with lots of 
good byes and stories of what fun it had been working together. I was prepared 
to be sad; it was an ending of great significance. I had advised myself that it 
was OK to be unhappy, to grieve an ending as part of the process of completing 
the old and starting a new, exciting chapter of my life. The day after retiring I 
went on a week’s vacation with family and, upon returning got immediately 
busy setting up my own office at home. I found quickly, by trial and error, that 
the computer solved many of my problems in organization and communication. 
With the internet, e-mail, fax, hand held computer and cell phone I was 
reconnected to a world where previously the company had provided those 
basic services. In effect, I became my own administrative assistant and managed 
the transition of moving from being provided service to being a sole supplier 
fulfilling my own office needs.

Immediately after retirement when everyone else had gone back to work I 
was alone in my home office and felt lost. I recalled my chairman’s words to 
me after he retired “I went from ‘Who’s Who’ to ‘Who’s That’ in five minutes!” 
I discovered an amazing thing — that it was all right to do nothing, a concept 
that most business people seldom grasp in their working years except on 
vacations. I said to myself one morning “I believe I’ll just let this day come to 
me and see what happens.” Then I encountered the sheer joy of personal 
freedom. In subsequent months I experimented with a variety of things: exercise 
programs (I trained for and ran a marathon for the first time), reading books 19



of my experience in the business world. When we encountered a new set of 
challenges in my career we first decided on what the vision and mission of the 
business should be, captured in a short vision statement. We followed that vision 
statement with a strategic plan and attached tactics or goals to achieve the plan. 
An annual plan (budget) was a result that was reviewed quarterly to monitor 
results. I personally needed a vision, a strategic plan, and a budget for myself 
so I could best monitor my own activities and progress toward my goals. In 
essence I would apply the same management practices that had served me so 
well in my business career. The plan would be revisited annually for updates and 
changes. With this straightforward approach I returned to my cabin, found paper 
and pen and, in a few hours, transcribed the following life plan for myself:

MY VISION FOR MY LIFE IS TO LIVE IT TO THE FULLEST 
BY ENRICHING MIND, BODY AND SPIRIT AND TO ASSIST OTHERS IN 

MAKING THEIR LIVES MORE MEANINGFUL TO THEM.

Ten paths toward fulfilling my vision for myself:

  1. Build and maintain MEANINGFUL RELATIONSHIPS
  2. Deepen FAMILY ties with shared life experiences
  3. Work to strengthen MARRIAGE
  4. Strive to keep the BODY strong and healthy to enable self to prosper
  5. Exercise the MIND to develop a better understanding of life
  6. Nurture the SOUL to understand personal death and eternity
  7. Engage in activities that will HELP OTHERS
  8. REFLECT on the past to garner meaning for the future
  9. ENJOY all the activities of LIFE; consider where they can be most fulfilling
10. Provide and protect the FINANCIAL CAPITAL to assist supporting my vision.

Once the vision and steps were in place it was relatively easy to place goals and 
action steps within each path. I was surprised how clearly the vision and paths 
appeared on paper. They simply and rapidly flowed from my pen. I suppose I had 
been formulating them in my mind for some time; they simply needed a framework 
for expression. In sharing the day with my wife, she couldn’t help but notice my 
excitement and joy at my self discovery.

21



At CTS I am finding ways to make my own vision become a working reality, 
adapting and applying my business and personal experience in a constructive, 
helpful way. While it happily occupies my time, I consciously work to leave 
enough room for my other paths to be traveled, including a recent decision, 
after reviewing how I was doing, to make at least fifty percent of my time 
“personal days” lest I become totally absorbed working in second careers. I 
find volunteering can become an endless task. I also believe that good volunteer 
boards should change, developing new leadership, so after an appropriate 
period of time, I will turn over leadership, remaining involved in a supportive 
way. That will ensure that this institution will always have fresh perspectives 
and ideas. From my experiences in transitioning over the past three years I will 
look forward to finding other opportunities to help me develop my vision.

What I’m discovering in over three years of “redirection” is that the opportunity 
to learn is unlimited; that the challenge is to channel my energies into areas 
that are consistent with my vision and where I have a purpose.  I am also 
learning that change is constant and healthy. Hopefully, sharing my experience, 
which is certainly not unique, will help accomplish part of my vision to assist 
others in making their lives more meaningful to them. All of this is centered on 
my fundamental belief in God and an attempt to make a difference, to bring 
some small measure of God’s justice and mercy into the world. I’ve also learned 
to have fun along the way and enjoy life as it becomes more rewarding than I 
ever thought it could be. And, finally, I’m learning that every ending is really a 
transition to a new beginning.

Howard C. Morgan
December 11, 2001
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Our decision took time to make but was facilitated by our earlier knowledge of 
the benefits of living in a retirement community. The issue of health care is 
paramount, as one always wonders when “the evil days come,” and health fails.

Once we made the decision, the question was where? We searched ten locations 
in Florida and the Carolinas. We would visit one community, and Joan would 
say, “Yes, but.” We would visit another community, and Bill would say, “Yes 
but” Finally, eureka! We found Grace Ridge Retirement Community, in the 
foothills of the mountains, in a progressive town, Morganton, North Carolina. 
Grace Ridge found us saying, “No ifs nor buts.” We both knew it was the place 
to be.

Grace Ridge has exceeded our expectations as a friendly, supportive community. 
Our friends have been caring, benevolent and friendly. There are more activities 
in which to be involved than we can manage. Our neighbors have brought food 
and flowers in our sicknesses. Including us in their prayers has given us a warm 
and healing feeling.

From our cottage deck we can view Grandfather Mountain and Table Rock. 
These are reminders of our camping days of years ago. The sunsets are varied, 
with spectacular views of Mount Mitchell.

There is a high level of participation of residents in support of activities, with 
something for everyone: arts and crafts, gardening, cards and games, choir 
groups and lawn sports.

Unbelievable talent abounds. One highlight at Grace Ridge is the way the 
residents stay active in the community, volunteering time and talents in churches 
and community organizations.

In retrospect, one of the rewards of our transition has been the realization that 
we are not a severe burden on our children.

Although our children were more than willing to make the decision for us, we 
feel happy we made the decision, and relieved them of that burden.

Of course we realize every one is different, and must find their own way at 
retirement. Not everyone would be as blessed as we are in this major life 
transition. We hope our example will show there is nothing to fear.

In conclusion, our transition into retirement seems not to be laborious or 
regrettable. Happiness is here and we give thanks. 25
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What Congregations Can Do to Celebrate Transitions

 by Miriam Dunson

Available on-line at 

www.pcusa.org/olderadults
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Scripture Related to Transitions
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Foreword

WHAT IS OLDER ADULT WEEK? WHY DO WE NEED IT?

The events of September 11, 2001, brought transitions to almost every area of 
our lives— economically, emotionally, in our family lives, in our work lives, in our 
financial lives, and in our feelings of security. The devastating nature of the 
terrorism that took place that day brought home to us that things can change in 
a moment's time, and nothing will ever be the same. Even before September 11, 
we all experienced transitions in our lives, but those events have caused the news 
media to say over and over again, “This world will never be the same.”

Life is filled with transitions — from birth to death. Birth is a major transition, as 
is the time when a young child first attends preschool, or goes into the first grade. 
Transition comes to the teenager who is trying to be “grown-up” and yet is still 
in some ways a child. Transition comes when the high school student graduates, 
leaves home and enters college in another place. Transition comes when the 
college student graduates and looks toward going out into the world in a job, or 
for further study, marriage, or parenthood. Life is full of transitions for every human 
being. It is a part of living and cannot be avoided.

However, it is in the later years that the transitions and changes seem to gang 
up on us, and change comes faster and more frequently – to our bodies, to our 
lives, to our relationships and to our living. It is during this time in our lives when 
we especially need the support of the church as we face the traumas that come 
to us one right after another. In the book, Catch the Age Wave, by Charles and 
Win Arn (Baker Book House, Grand Rapids, MI, 1993) the authors tell of the 
Holmes-Rahe Stress Scale, developed by two physicians from the University of 
Washington. They identified the many changes that come to the lives of older 
people and ranked them in order of their intensity to life. The top twelve on the 
Senior Stress Scale, according to this research project are:

1. Death of a spouse
2. Divorce
3. Move to retirement home
4. Marital separation
5. Death of a close family member
6. Major physical problems
7. Marriage2

  8. Realization of no meaningful faith 
      for eternity
  9. Financial loss of retirement money
10. Forced early retirement
11. Inability to maintain driver's license
12. Retirement

PART I
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The tragic events that have happened during and since September, 2001 
have brought the nation closer together, and have in a very beautiful way, 
caused people to be eager to help others — those close at hand, and 
those far away. Older Adult Week can be a time for focusing on helping 
older adults in transitions of all kinds to cope with life as it has changed, 
and to help to provide a quality of life for them in the midst of the trauma 
of transition.

Older Adult Week

2 0 0 2M A Y

      SUNDAY       MONDAY        TUESDAY      WEDNESDAY   THURSDAY      FRIDAY         SATURDAY

1                  2                 3                 4

5                  6                 7                 8                9               10               11

12               13                14               15              16              17               18

19               20                21               22              23              24               25

26               27                28               29              30              31



6

The process of aging automatically brings with it many kinds of transitions. 
These can range from the trauma of retirement to dealing with Alzheimer’s 
Disease, to moving to a new place, to changes in the body and in 
relationships. Life happens, aging happens, transitions happen. What 
is the role of the church? This resource seeks to address some of 
these issues.

The Older Adult Week Planning Guide is not designed to leave out the 
young and the middle aged persons, but rather to focus on the specific 
transition needs of older adults, knowing that some of these transitions 
can come to a person at any age.

Persons 65 yrs. of age or older in United States

Year 2002 Year 2050

10 Million

20 Million

30 Million

40 Million

50 Million

60 Million

70 Million

Thirty
Five

Million

Eighty
Million

Persons 80 yrs. of age or older in United States

Year 1990 Year 2050

5 Million

10 Million

15 Million

20 Million

25 Million

30 Million

35 Million

Six 
Million

Twenty
Nine

Million
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GENERAL GUIDELINES FOR PLANNING	
EVENTS DURING THE YEAR

 	 When possible, plan for intergenerational activities that emphasize 	
the celebration of aging for all ages and provide opportunities for 		
children and youth to make friends with older persons, especially 		
the oldest old who cannot go to church.

  	 Plan inter-cultural events together with other churches, especially 		
churches of other cultures, that include opportunities for sharing 		
traditions and rituals. Traditional songs, poems, and dances can be 	
brought into nursing homes by racial ethnic groups to entertain and 	
to inspire the residents.

 	 When planning events, plan different events for the different 			
categories or levels of functioning among older adults, taking into 		
consideration their particular situation, such as (1) the active/healthy 	
just retired persons, (2) the inactive/healthy persons who have 			
difficulty getting around, (3) the homebound persons or those in 			
nursing homes. Ministry needs to include all, but be suitable to each 	
level of functioning.

 	 Be aware of and fight ageism throughout the church and society, 		
including seeking to stop the trend of making fun of the diminishments 	
brought on by the aging process, such as found in most birthday 		
cards. Be aware of your own conversations, and how the stereotypes 	
of older persons are encouraged because of the way we refer to 		
our own aging.

 	 Encourage in all ways the view that aging is a 		
natural part of living, involving the whole life span 	
from birth to death. It is not just for old people, 		
and it is not just because of those persons who 		
are unable to go to church on Sunday. The 2-year-	
old is aging, as is the teenager, as are all of us. 		
We all have issues of aging that need attention.

 	 Keep in mind that Older Adult Ministry is to, for, 		
by and with older persons. This includes those in 	
nursing homes and the homebound who want very 	
much to be a continuing part of the community 		
of faith.	

 	 Acknowledge that in both small and large churches, 	
and all in between, ministry with older persons is 	
a growing need. Although in small churches, ministry 	
with older adults sometimes happens naturally, it 	
is important that such ministry be intentional and 		
organized.

1

2

3

4

5

6
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Be aware 
of how the 
stereotypes 

of older 
persons are 
encouraged 
because of 
the way we 
refer to our 
own aging.
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PLANNING AND ORGANIZING FOR ACTION

Early in the new year, choose a committee to be in charge of planning for 
Older Adult Week. The committee needs to be intergenerational, and 
include both men and women, all of whom are committed to the task. The 
following suggestions are for the committee.

Write a purpose statement. What would the committee like to happen as 
a result of Older Adult Week in your congregation? Some possible purposes 
might be:

•	 To honor the significant contributions that older members of the 			
congregation have made in the life of the church through the years, 		
including those who cannot attend church services, by taking the 			
celebration to them wherever they live.

•	 To educate the congregation concerning the issues of aging, toward 		
an understanding that aging is a natural process of living, and that each 	
stage of each age brings special needs to be filled, special skills to be 	
used, and special gifts to be shared. Also, to educate the congregation 	
concerning issues of death and dying, and end-of-life decisions.

•	 To educate the congregation concerning the dramatic growth in the 		
numbers of older persons worldwide, and provide opportunity to 			
discuss the meaning of this phenomenon as it relates to life in the 			
United States, and in the church.

•	 To include persons who are homebound as well as residents in nursing 	
homes and other care facilities, both in giving and receiving the ministry 	
of the church.

•	 To plan as many intergenerational activities as feasible in the overall 		
program planning.

Choose a theme that reflects the purpose statement as well as the unique 
interests and concerns of your particular congregation.

Identify the issues you wish to include in the program plans.

Work with and involve all the committees of session in designing the week 
of activities, because ministry with older adults touches the work of all 
committees.

Plan events and activities that are ecumenical and/or interfaith in nature, 
to learn what other faith groups are doing in older adult ministry, and share 
materials and program ideas. Especially when planning worship in nursing 
homes, be aware that not all present are of your denomination or faith.
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Letting go of the past is never easy for older people. Take 
moving to a retirement community for example. We often second-
guess ourselves and wonder if we’ve made the right decision. 
One individual put it this way, “Has my life come to this? I feel 
like I’m living in a motel room.” It took a while to settle into this 
new way of life.

Too many older people rush into transitions without experiencing 
the meaning of the void. Retired persons who have lost their 
identity and collegiality often fill their days with busyness to
mask their emptiness. Many older people whose health
compels them to go to nursing homes become depressed and
sad, without taking time to experience this new way of life.

Older persons who have lost their spouses often plunge into 
new relationships without processing their grief.
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“The natural world teaches us the power of change.

As seasons shift, I see the purpose and beauty of

life’s cyclicality. I see the promise of spring,

the ripening of summer, the bounty of harvest

and the mysterious containment of winter.

All seasons work for the good. So it is, too, with

the changing seasons of my life. As I surrender

to the wisdom of a higher plan, I discover in all

circumstances the opportunities for growth and

expansion. There is no season in my life without

worth. There is no season in my life that does not

unfold my highest good. Challenged by difficult

times, I consciously choose to affirm the

goodness of life’s timing.”

— Julia Cameron, Transitions: Prayers and
Declarations for A Changing Life.

 New York: Penguin Putnam Publishers, 1999.
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USING THE WISDOM OF LATER YEARS
by John C. Morgan	

Transitions from one condition, stage, form, activity or place to 	
another are everyday happenings, woven inextricably into each 		
person’s life. The heart of transition is the actual moment in which 	
this passage takes place. What makes transitions “blessed” is our 	
ability to see them as sacred occurrences, discerning them with 		
reverence as we acknowledge their happening. Sometimes, fear 	
drives us to avoid transitions. We see them as risks rather than 			
opportunities. When we are successful in running away, we cut 	
ourselves off from life’s surprises, even the joyful ones, and thereby 		
deprive ourselves of the new insights or paths that open up to us.

(From Awakening the Soul: A Book of Daily Devotions, by John C. Morgan, 
Boston: Skinner House Books, 2001. Used with the author’s permission).

Though there is a deep need to feel at home in comfortable and familiar 
surroundings, the fact is that many persons in the later years of life face 
disruptions and relocations in their lives — some to smaller homes, others to 
nursing or long term care facilities, and others to live with children. Even those 
older adults who remain in their own homes face transitions—the loss of a 
spouse, the changing face of a neighborhood, and sometimes the loss of 
income enough to maintain the house itself.

Transitions are woven into the very fabric of our lives. One can deny the changes, 
but then they may engulf us. Or we can see in the changes, the hand of God 
and the means for continued growth. For example, moving to a retirement home 
can be seen not only in a negative way, but in a positive one – new opportunities 
for living, less concerns about caring for our own home.

There is a sense of continuity in our lives as well. How we have dealt with 
earlier transitions may help or hinder the way we deal with the changes of the 
later years. If, for example, we have experienced children leaving or moving to 
a new community, how we have dealt with such changes during these times 
may set the tone for the kinds of behaviors we exhibit during other transitions, 
Some persons simply do not deal well with transitions, while others do. Each 
person may carry baggage from the past. The hope is that we can adopt new 
behavior and learn how to deal with changes better with the wisdom of the later 
years.

PART VIII
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TRANSITIONING INSTEAD OF RETIRING
Howard C. Morgan

The Chinese character for “crisis” is a combination of the characters for 
“danger” and “opportunity.” I learned this intriguing fact from Dr. Tat-sing 
Benny Lie, Assistant Professor of New Testament at Chicago Theological 
Seminary, when I took his course on the Gospels last year. I experienced the 
depths and heights of the old endings and new beginnings filled with risks and 
opportunities. I have come to realize my transitioning to a new and more complete 
life was a transformation, a process that began long before the final day of 
working for a living. This recognition has become even clearer as time has 
passed, enabling reflection to occur and reinforcing who I am becoming based 
on my experiences in life and new endeavors. During that time there have been 
significant moments of inspiration, a sense of profound loss as I left a long 
career, and the ever-increasing joy of having the freedom to choose. Through 
it all, I believe my religious self, developed through years of practice, was the 
guiding force in finding a fulfilling role in life for me. 

I had a successful business career spanning forty-three years, starting immediately 
after completing college. However, during the last three years of my working 
career I felt less satisfied and useful, subject to constantly changing corporate 
priorities and a value system increasingly in conflict with my own. There was 
a real sense of the impending loss of my power, encountering the proverbial 
“youth movement” and my disagreeing on the focus on short term results vs. 
long term objectives. In a retirement gathering a colleague complained to me 
that the younger managers “just don’t understand”.  I thought to myself “Oh 
yes they do, they have the power, not us.” About that time, I decided it was 
time to leave.

Fortunately, throughout my career I was expected to be involved in community 
activities as a demonstration that the corporation cared about its workplace. I 
became involved as a volunteer in cultural, social, religious and educational 
institutions that served the public by my joining not-for-profit boards. Through 
these experiences I learned I could modify and apply the same managerial and 
motivational skills I had developed in the business world, albeit adapted to add 
the challenging difference of management of volunteers and strategies that did 
not require goals that were primarily profit driven.

In reflecting on the end of my first business career, I now advise others to look 
for beginnings, not endings; to be open and willing to think ahead and consider

PART IX
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of all kinds of subjects, painting, auditing graduate school courses, learning to 
type, creating a new garden, supervising a new kitchen installation. I explored 
all those areas before settling into a new routine. At times I needed the familiar 
— lunching with former colleagues downtown; visiting with old company friends, 
travelling to see family, vacationing in familiar haunts, discovering the comfort 
of traditional church services.

Auditing courses at Chicago Theological Seminary was the most helpful activity 
during that period of my own self-discovery. The courses provided me with a 
chance to deepen my concept of spiritual transformation and exposed me to 
classmates and teachers who thought openly about real issues of life and the 
soul. One course, in particular, taught by the Dean, Dow Edgerton, on Preaching 
and the Parables of Jesus was especially liberating. Each student delivered 
his/her interpretation of a parable. Through study and reflection I found deeper 
meanings for myself in the parables such as the Parable of the Prodigal Son. 
I saw this from the perspective of the loving father and the unforgiving older 
brother, unlocking personal insights about myself. This course on the parables 
and the many others I took as an auditing student helped me frame my own 
understanding of where I was developing spiritually. And sometimes I needed 
to go down radically new paths.

Two years into retirement, I was experimenting with many things, learning to 
enjoy being alone, travelling more as a tourist, learning new concepts through 
auditing courses. However, I found my life was scattered, going in too many 
directions at once. I needed an overall purpose, a sense of cohesiveness to 
my life. During this time I most enjoyed my church involvement in worship where 
I was able to be in touch with myself and the not-for-profit boards where I 
served as a director. These boards were engaged in education, cultural activities, 
religious activities and social assistance.

The next step in the process of self-discovery occurred on vacation. Annually 
my wife and I go away, just the two of us, on vacation. One day we go off 
separately to spend time in reflection: thinking about the past year and what 
the New Year’s challenges are likely to be. Then we meet over dinner to 
compare our experiences. We were vacationing at a remote ranch in Idaho and 
I spent the whole day alone looking at a clear stream, pure mountain water 
rushing over a rocky river bed nestled in a valley surrounded by beautiful 
mountains. I experienced a moment of inspiration, a time I felt the strong 
presence of something far more powerful than me. I believe it was my closeness 
to God that led me to a revelation - it was so simple I was surprised that I hadn’t 
thought of it before. I realized what I was lacking was a life plan in the context
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From that day on I have tried to live that vision and follow those paths. 
Modifications and goals have changed within the ten paths, but they have 
remained as valid today as they were in the mountain valley of Idaho. Each path 
helps guide what I do. They all remain in balance supporting each other and my 
vision for life.

In my search for activities that would provide avenues to help work toward my 
vision, one activity has done more to assist me than anything else that I am 
currently doing: serving as the Chair of the Board of the Chicago Theological 
Seminary (CTS). This institution serves a critical role in improving the quality 
of life in its own unique way and I believe my work with the board will help 
illustrate some of the outcomes of my discovery process about my later years. 
My role at CTS reflects a deepening belief in God that was founded and nurtured 
by my parents. My father, Howard Moody Morgan, was a well-known Presbyterian 
minister and son of a world renowned British Congregational preacher, G. 
Campbell Morgan. My mother, Margaret Lyon Morgan, ministering herself as 
the pastor's wife, was the daughter of a great revivalist preacher, Milford Hall 
Lyon, who toured the world with Billy Sunday in the early 1900s. My parents 
had five children: two sons in the ministry, two daughters who served in their 
own social fields and me. So, my own life plan is grounded in that religious 
training and practice.

The Chicago Theological Seminary is affiliated with The United Church of Christ. 
Its Board is very diverse, like its students — geographically, racially, gender 
preference and religious affiliation diverse. Catholics, Jews and Protestants; 
African Americans, Asians, European Americans and Latinas/Latinos serve on 
the Board. CTS’s purpose is captured in its new positioning statement, “To 
active, questioning people of faith who seek to develop their gifts to make a 
difference, CTS is the graduate school that prepares students for effective 
leadership and ministries that transform the world toward greater inclusivity, 
justice and mercy”.  As a trustee, recently elected Chair of the Board and a 
student, I have found that CTS totally supports my vision in assisting me in 
developing meaningful relationships, exercising the mind, nurturing the soul, 
engaging in activities that help others, reflecting on the past and enjoying life. 
(That’s six out of ten paths). My business management has helped this institution 
deal with today’s challenges of effectively managing and acquiring resources 
and marketing its mission. CTS has, as one of our trustees Art Pierson told 
me, “enabled me to personally assist in making a difference in the world with 
my work at the seminary and see the results in my lifetime”.
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A TRANSITION INTO A 
RETIREMENT COMMUNITY

Joan and Bill Eaton

The question frequently asked of retiring persons is, “What will we do with all 
this time?” We made the transition from the working world to retirement easier 
because it occurred rather slowly, and we planned for it.

Owning our own business meant it could be retired over a period of time, without 
being at work one day and suddenly retired the next day. That slower transition 
allowed us to gradually move into a less demanding life, and avoid what someone 
has called,

“relocation trauma.”

Many friends helped us, who had already made successful transition into 
retirement. We slowed down our life some, traveled, and got involved in Elder 
Hostels. Our trips took us to New Zealand, Australia, and Hawaii. “Better late 
than never,” was our motto as we visited some of the great National Parks.
We were able to afford the modest expenses.

The choices facing you at retirement are many. You can remain in your own 
home, move nearer to family or even live with family, due to health or financial 
need. Other options include assisted living, or retirement communities. Perhaps 
our only advice is to plan early and act early - before health problems begin 
to limit your options. It is crucial that you own whatever decisions need to be 
made for late life.

One of the major issues in relocating is giving up your home, friends and moving 
to a new community. One’s home is often like the church building - so many 
memories! We had lived in our home for 25 years, and it was not without some 
sense of loss that we decided to downsize, and to enter a retirement community. 
Both our mothers had successful experiences in retirement communities. Joan’s 
mother retired in a retirement community in Hendersonville, NC, and Bill’s 
mother at St. John’s Retirement Community in Rochester, NY. Both of them 
had good experiences and made many new friends.

PART X
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PRAYERS FOR TRANSITIONS

On Moving to a Retirement Community
Well, Lord, the day has come. In many ways I dreaded leaving my home, my 
security. And now I have to give up some of my privacy and live with other old 
people. Help me even now to accept these people as I find them - boring at 
times, stimulating and excessively talkative. Help me remember that all these 
strange people are loved by you. Deliver me from being snappy at meals with 
people who are cranky - they may be in pain. If someone wants to confide a 
problem, help me listen. And may I reach out to those when I feel the urge to 
strike out. As I leave my home, give me a sense of call, even as you called old 
Abraham and Sarah when they left their home on a new journey of faith. If I can 
love my neighbor there, then I have a mission. Amen.

On Losing Health
0 Spirit of God, you breathed life into a formless void and made this beautiful 
world; even in our old bodies you dwell as light in darkness. Forgive me for 
being so preoccupied with my body and obsessed with my health. I know I am 
more than my body but I cannot help worrying about my body now. I don’t see 
or hear as well as I used to, and my joints ache with arthritis. Your mercy has 
spared me serious illness, and yet every day I struggle with my body. Help me 
to rise above this, and realize my body is just a tent I live in, and someday it 
will not be subject to pain, aging, or death. It is getting late, and the shadows 
flit across my life. Some day it will be eternal light. There I will never be bogged 
down by my body or distracted. In that hope I live each day. I believe with all 
my heart that you will change this earthly body to become a glorified, new body. 
Amen.

Reprinted from Fire in the Soul: A Prayerbook for the Later Years. Upper Room 
Books, 2000. By permission of the author.

The View from the Fifth Floor
by Violet Milne McIntyre

To have the morning light awaken me, 
To know that God is always near. 
To worry not if grief awaits me, 
But just enjoy the beauty here. 

To know that God will not forsake me, 
To know there’s nothing I need fear. 

To know that some day heaven awaits me, 
But that for now my destiny is here. 

There’s nothing more that I can ask for - unanswered prayer or 
special deed, I sense God’s blessings all around me, 

It's all that I will ever need.

(Reprinted from AGEnda, September, 1999). Author reflects 
the transition from her home to her fifth floor retirement condo.
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