
 

MANY BLESSINGS 

"A presentation by the Community Care Group of the Board for 
Church and Society to Diocesan Synod on 16 March 2013 about older 
people in our communities and how the church might relate to them." 

 

Introduction 

 
The purpose of the Community Care Group is to inform, educate and raise 
awareness within the Diocese on issues relating to inclusivity within the churches 
and society. The Group helps and supports parishes and deaneries in their 
ministries to people who are all too often marginalized and isolated from the local 
communities in which they live. The Group draws attention to the needs of those 
who have a disability or mental health problems; those with learning difficulties; 
carers, who spend their time looking after others and older people who are frail 
and at their most vulnerable. It promotes good practice and shares ideas on how 
the churches might relate to and minister to the most vulnerable within their 
parishes and wider society. 
 
During this presentation about older people, we will provide some relevant 
information which enables us to reflect upon our concepts and attitudes towards 
old age and how we, as individuals and collectively as members of our churches, 
value and minister to those who are particularly frail and vulnerable. We will 
demonstrate why there is an imperative for radical and new thinking in the way 
we relate to older people and we will suggest how we can increase and improve 
upon current provision of pastoral care and spiritual support for those who are 
most vulnerable in society. You may find that the Community Care Group raises 
more questions than it has answers.  

What do we mean by term ‘Older People’? 

 
As young children, we have little or no concept of time or age. As we grow up 
and learn about time, our concepts regarding age and our attitudes towards 
aging change.  
 
Whether we like it or not, one fact from which none of us can escape is that, 
whatever our current age, we are all aging. So, the first question is this – what do 
we mean by the term ‘older people’? 
  
There is no legal definition although the one adopted usually means people over 
60/65 years, i.e. the current state pension age. However, do people really think 
old age begins at 60?  
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According to research conducted by the Department for Work and Pensions, 
people’s perception of the end of youth and the beginning of old age differs 
according to their own age and their social and demographic circumstances. Its 
report ‘Attitudes to Age in Britain 2010 -11’ shows that on average respondents 
thought that:-  
 

 
 

• ‘Youth’ ends at 41 and that ‘old age’ begins at 59 

• Men stopped being described as young earlier than women and were 
perceived as starting old age sooner than women  

• The age at which youth stops and old age starts is seen to increase in 
relation to the age of the respondent. People between the ages of 16 and 
24 perceived the mean age at which old age starts as 54; those between 
the ages of 50 and 64 years perceived it as 60 years and those over 80 
perceived it as 68 years. 

• Other demographics affect perception of age – illness or disability, working 
status, social class and housing tenure. For example, someone who is 
self-employed is perceived to begin old age at 61 years whereas someone 
who is unemployed is seen to begin old age at 52. A house owner’s old 
age is viewed to begin at 63 whereas someone who rents through the 
Local Authority or Housing Association may be viewed as starting old age 
at 57. 
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• The mean age at which old age is perceived to start has been reducing in 
surveys conducted since 2004. Whereas, in 2004 old age was perceived 
to start between 58 and 75, according to the respondent’s age group, it is 
now perceived to start between 54 and 68. We may well question these 
perceptions since people are living longer and there is a predicted 
increasing life expectancy with record numbers of centenarians over the 
coming years. 

 
In the words of the report, the point about all these figures is that:  
 
“The degree of disparity in perception of age held by people from different age 
ranges, shows the potential for age stereotypes, which can be applied in very 
inconsistent ways.”  .  
 
“Negative attitudes and age stereotypes will leave older people feeling isolated 
and excluded from opportunities.” 
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How many people are there over the age of 60 years? 

Figures from the 2011 Census show that the total population in the UK is 
63,182,000 people. Older people over the age of 60 =14,188,000, which is 22.5% 
of the total population. 
 

AGE TOTAL % of Total 
Population 

MALE % Age Band FEMALE % Age Band 

90+ 476,000 0.8% 127,000 26.7% 349,000 73.3% 

85-89 918,000 1.4% 324,000 35.3% 594,000 64.7% 

80-84 1,498,000 2.4% 615,000 41.1% 883,000 58.9% 

75-79 2,006,000 3.2% 904,000 45.1% 1,102,000 54.9% 

70-74 2,463,000 3.9% 1,163,000 47.2% 1.300,000 52.8% 

65-69 3,019,000 4.8% 1,464,000 48.5% 1,555,000 51.5% 

60-64 3,808,000 6.0% 1,869,000 49.1% 1,939,000 50.9% 

55-59 3,614,000 5.7% 1,785,000 49.4% 1,829,000 50.6% 

50-54 4,095,000 6.5% 2,029,000 49.5% 2,066,000 50.5% 

45-49 4,643,000 7.3% 2,293,000 49.4% 2,350,000 50.6% 

40-44 4,624,000 7.3% 2,283,000 49.4% 2,341,000 50.6% 

35-39 4,194,000 6.6% 2,082,000 49.6% 2,112,000 50.4% 

30-34 4,126,000 6.5% 2,060,000 49.9% 2,066,000 50.1% 

25-29 4,307,000 6.8% 2,145,000 49.8% 2,162,000 50.2% 

20-24 4,297,000 6.8% 2,164,000 50.4% 2,133,000 49.6% 

15-14 3,997,000 6.3% 2,041,000 51.1% 1,956,000 48.9% 

10-14 3,669,000 5.8% 1,879,000 51.2% 1,790,000 48.8% 

 5-9 3,517,000 5.6% 1,800,000 51.2% 1,717,000 48.8% 

 0-4 3,914,000 6.2% 2,002,000 51.1% 1,912,000 48.9% 

 
Figures reported by BBC News 

Interactive Website: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-20757480 
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According to Age UK’s which reports the Office for National Statistics facts and 
projections, it is estimated that the number of people: 
 

• Over 60 will pass the 20 million mark by 2031 

• Aged 65 years plus will rise by 50% to over 16 million in next 20 years 

• Over 60 year olds will make up 29% of the population in 2033 and 31% in 
2058. One in three will be 60 and over by 2083 

• Number of people over 75 projected to double within 30 years. 

• Number of people over 85 is predicted to double within 20 years, triple in 
30 years 

• Nearly 1 in 5 people currently in the UK will live to 100 years 

• Life expectancy from birth will increase from the current 78.2 to 83.3 years 
for men and from the current 82.6 to 87.0 years for women by 2033 

• More people in the UK aged 60 years and above than there are under 18. 

• Black and minority ethnic groups make up 16% of the population in 
England: 8% are aged 60 and over. 

• Based on estimates that between 5 and 7% of the U.K population are 
lesbian, gay or bisexual, there are between 600,000 and 840,000 LGB 
people over the State Pension Age in the UK. 

 

How do we see Older People? 

 
Another interesting and important report, commissioned by the Government and 
produced by the Foresight group of scientists, was released in January this year. 
Entitled ‘Future Identities   Changing identities in the UK: the next 10 years’, it 
considers how ‘people’s identities are likely to be significantly affected by several 
important drivers of change’.  One of the social drivers it considers is that of an 
increasing aging population.  
 
The report suggests that traditional life stages of adulthood, middle age and old 
age are outdated and instead, should be replaced by 5 different stages:  
 

1. emerging adults (20-24 years) 
2. full adults (late 30s);  
3. sandwich generation (40/50s);  
4. older adults (healthy and active 60 -75 years)  
5. old-age adults (over 75, frail and in declining health) 

 
However, do these suggested new stages tell the whole truth of the matter? Or 
are these classifications merely stereotypes which could lead to negative 
attitudes which will leave older people feeling isolated, lonely and excluded from 
opportunities?  
 
 
 



 6 

In its January Factsheet, Age UK reports these facts about isolation, loneliness 
and discrimination:- 

Isolation and loneliness  

• About 3.8 million people over 65 live alone. 70% are women 

• Over 2 million people over 75 live alone. 1.5 million are women 

• 58% of widows are 75 years plus 

• 6% of older people leave their homes once a week or less. 

• 17% of older people have less than weekly contact with their families, 11% 
less than monthly contact 

Health 

• 40% of 65+ have a long standing illness 

• 14% of pensioners in 2010/11 were living below the poverty line (DWP) 

• 10% of older people living in the community are malnourished  

• On average one third of older people admitted to hospital and care homes 
are at risk of malnutrition. This rises to 37% in Care Homes.  

• Depression affects 22% men 28% women aged 65 or over (Over 2million) 

• Depression affects 40% of people in care homes. 

• Dementia is one of the main causes of disability in later life (The 
Alzheimer’s Society 2007 Report over 820,000 people with late onset 
dementia in 2010, projected to rise to 1miilion by 2025 and 1.7 million by 
2051. 1 in 3 people over 65 will die with a form of dementia.) 

• 16% of people aged 65-74 and 13% of 75+ provide unpaid care for 
relatives, friends (Princess Royal Trust for Carers) 

• Elder abuse in private households and in residential care is estimated by 
Age UK at 5% of population  

• Age UK reports Median period from admission to death in a care home is 
462 days – 15 months.  

• More than 10,000 patients in the East of England were placed on the 
Liverpool Care Pathway in the last three years. The East and North 
Hertfordshire NHS Trust, which runs Lister Hospital in Stevenage and 
Queen Elizabeth II in Welwyn Garden City received £180,000 as its 
incentive to meet an LCP target. (BBC News England 22.01.13) 

Discrimination 

• 60% of older people in the UK agree that age discrimination exists in the 
daily lives of older people. 

• 53% of older people agree that once you reach very old age, people tend 
to treat you as a child 

• 68% of older people agree that politicians see older people as a low 
priority 

• 76% of older people believe that the country fails to make good use of the 
skills and talents of older people 

 



 7 

We all know from our own experiences that many people suffer illness, disability 
or death in their 60s. We also know that our churches are full of people who are 
actively retired and continue to be fit and well into their 80s or even 90s.  
 
The Church Growth Research Programme reports that 47% of church attendees 
are over 65 years and 21% are aged 55-64 years. Because older people are a 
significant percentage of church attendees, they represent a huge asset in terms 
of people resource. Many are not passive receivers but people with gifts, wisdom 
and skills to share with others, provided they are allowed to do so. Some already  
fulfill all manner of tasks and in many cases keep our churches afloat financially. 
Two true stories:- 
 
In November last year, the Church Times ran the story of an 85 year old 
clergyman, the Revd. Tim Harrison, who abseiled down the side of the 31 foot 
bell tower of St. George’s Anglican Cathedral in Perth in order to demonstrate 
that age is no barrier to leading an active life. He was quoted as saying “This 
reminds me that I am still quite young – although I am a bit stiff.”  Then there is 
the story of a widow, whose husband was once a priest within this Diocese. At 
Christmas, she wrote that her vicar had retired last summer and the church was 
in vacancy. She said that she wasn’t so nippy on her feet these days but still 
managed to help with leading intercessions. Recently, she had been asked to 
lead a group on prayer and start a house group. “Is this wise at 86?” she asked.  
 
With an increasing aging population, which is being financially squeezed, what 
inspiration, gifts and blessings will older people bring or be allowed to bring to 
their churches? 
 
The Future Identities report emphasizes that people’s identities are controlled by 
both their own perception of themselves and by others, who can impose an 
identity upon them. Identities matter and people’s perception of their value to 
others will affect their health and well being. Identities, which include age, 
religious and environmental factors, affect that value system and influence 
people’s behaviour either for the positive or the negative.  
 

What are our attitudes towards older people? 

 
We pose another question – What are our individual attitudes or our churches 
collective attitudes towards older people?  Do we see older people as:-  
 

• a burden, taking up too much of our valuable time and energy, especially if 
there are competing priorities?  

• less capable or taking more out of the economy that they have or currently 
put in?  

• the wealthy generation, enjoying copious holidays  

• propping up the Church financially?  
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To what extent does the Church:-  
 

• stereotype older people using collective terms which can patronize a 
diverse number of people as though they are one group with the same 
characteristics and interests?  

• see each person as an individual and equal partner in God’s kingdom with 
gifts to be explored and encouraged and a contribution to make to their 
community?  

• make efforts to include all older people in the life of the church, even if 
they are frail, finding it difficult to leave their homes or are at their most 
vulnerable and living in sheltered accommodation or a residential care 
home?  

 
Reflecting upon our own attitudes, what identity do we impose upon older 
people? Given the facts and figures we have considered, how do we relate to the 
older generation and what priority do we give them?  
 

Initiative: A Christian presence in Care Homes 

 
In 2011, members of the Community Care Group began its current initiative A 
Christian Presence in Care Homes. This followed 15 months of serious 
discussion and debate as to how the Group could support and help parishes 
within the Diocese in their ministry to older people. Population aging brings 
potential benefits, such as a possible larger volunteer force but also challenges 
to society so acknowledging the subject matter was many faceted and complex, 
we narrowed our focus to those who are most frail and vulnerable, live in 
sheltered accommodation or residential care homes. Did you know that? 
 

• There are an estimated 3,836 nursing homes and 10,445 residential 
homes for people aged 65 plus in the UK. 

• There are approximately 420,000 older people in residential care, around 
404,000 are over 65.  

• 95% of residents in care homes are 65+ 
 

We chose a two pronged approach: we organized a conference which sought to 
address the vital role which ordained and lay people have together in offering 
Christian ministry and support to both staff and residential care homes in their 
parishes and conducted some research via a questionnaire which was sent to 
every PCC secretary in the Diocese. What we learned through this approach 
makes us question whether parishes in this Diocese are giving enough priority to 
the growing numbers of older people, especially in the light of concerns 
expressed in the media about the cost cutting of health and social service 
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provision; an increasing aging population; numbers of older people who are 
lonely and isolated and the scandals of elder abuse.  
 
We would like to draw attention to certain specific points which were collated 
along with all our findings, conclusions and recommendations in a report,  which 
was presented to the Board for Church and Society in September 2011:- 

1. Priority of Ministry:  

• 25 out of 334 parishes mentioned in the Diocesan Directory sent 
delegates to the conference, representing only 7.5% of the parishes in the 
Diocese.  

• The return on the questionnaire overall was a low 18%. 

• Out of some 296 homes in Hertfordshire only 56 were identified as 
receiving ministry. (Representing 18.9%) Out of some 146 homes in 
Bedfordshire, the returns only accounted for 28. (Representing 19.2%)  

• The low priority given to older people was reflected in the original analysis 
of MAPs. On the priority scale 'older people' came 21 out of 23, 
representing only 4% of respondent parishes.  

 
2. Involvement of Laity: Figures and comments from respondents received 
indicate that:-  

• Ministry in care homes is generally viewed as the preserve of the vicar, 
especially within resolution churches.  

• Larger and urban parishes tend to use lay people the most.  

• 40% of parishes involved lay people in taking Holy Communion Services.  

• 44% of parishes used lay people to give Holy Communion on a one to one 
basis. 

• 6% of parishes used lay people to lead non-eucharistic services. 

• 62% of parishes used lay people as visitors in care homes 

• 38% parishes provided entertainment such as musical concerts, poetry 
reading or carol services,  

 
3. Uneven workload in parishes: Some churches have no care homes within the 
parish, others have many.  
 

4. Co-operation with other parishes:  

• 38% of churches indicated that they assisted other parishes with pastoral 
support to homes in neighbouring parishes 

5. Ecumenical Working:  

• 48% of parishes indicated that they worked with other denominations in 
their area in order to share workload. 
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6. Training: There is a shortage of relevant and good training for those involved 
in Christian ministry within Residential Care Homes. Calls received from outside 
of the Diocese indicate that this part of the ministry is being neglected nationally. 
Those already involved in the ministry would like training on:- 

• Dementia awareness 

• Managing volunteers 

• Listening skills 

• Lay Chaplaincy 
 
7.  Comments: Comments from staff and residents in residential care homes 
indicate that the churches often have a rosy view of the ministry they provide, 
which is not matched by how staff and residents feel about it. 
 

• Staff felt isolated in their work and unsupported  

• Residents and staff would welcome more contact with the churches in 
order to feel they belonged to the wider community. 

• Residents welcomed Holy Communion Services but felt constrained to 
that provision. More able residents would welcome bible study and prayer 
groups. 

• Engagement with people with dementia was generally poor. 

• Services sometimes cancelled, rushed or too short – residents felt that 
ministers were merely carrying out a duty rather than being personally 
interested in them as God’s children. The key word here is ‘presence’. 
Ministers cannot be present if they are too busy with minds elsewhere. 

• Although comforting to see a dog-collar, it was not necessary. Qualities of 
those ministering either as a visitor or in leading worship were more 
important – compassion, kindness, good bedside manner, quiet, listening. 

 
8. Support Network: Those already working in this ministry indicated that they 
would welcome a Diocesan network to enable the sharing of information and 
ideas and act as a listening tool with regards to their concerns and needs. 
Contact with organizations in other Dioceses indicate that a national network 
would be welcomed. 
 

Community Care Group’s Vision 

Justin Welby, shortly before he became Archbishop of Canterbury, said “I think 
we are in the greatest moment of opportunity for the church since the Second 
World War.” Members of the Community Care Group share that sentiment. Last 
month, in his report, Robert Francis Q.C. criticized the appalling lack of care, 
compassion and humanity within Mid-Staffordshire hospitals. This report will 
have far-reaching consequences within our Society.  
 
Another important report called ‘Ready for Ageing?’ was released on Wednesday 
this week by the House of Lords Select Committee on Public Service and 



 11 

Demographic Change.  It starts its recommendations to the Government with the 
following statement: 
 
“The UK population is ageing rapidly, but we have concluded that the 
Government and our society are woefully underprepared. Longer lives can be a 
great benefit, but there has been a collective failure to address the implications 
and without urgent action this great boon could turn into a series of miserable 
crises.” 
 
The Church needs to engage with this report and start responding to its findings. 
Together with the Staffordshire Report, it presents an imperative for our 
churches, however over burdened they may feel, to emphasize the message of 
love, compassion and care that we all bear. The Community Care Group feels 
that the time is now for some radical thinking which will enable churches to 
increase and improve upon current provision for the very weakest and vulnerable 
within our communities.  
 
The Community Care Group has a vision for the Diocese. We see the churches:-  
 

• Researching the needs of older people within their parishes, both at home 
and in residential care. This means taking risks by actually consulting 
them.  

• Identifying the number and nature of residential homes within their area 

• Working collaboratively across boundaries, in deaneries and ecumenically 
in order to share uneven workloads and to provide friendship, pastoral 
care and spiritual support for all.  

• With an increasing aging population and declining numbers of ordained 
ministers, we see the involvement of more laity as crucial. 

• We visualise deaneries and churches identifying suitable people who can 
be trained to give regular one to one Home Communion; lead worship and 
conduct services within residential homes.  

• With increasing focus on town centre chaplaincies and other chaplaincies 
in the workplace, we see deaneries and parishes identifying suitable 
people who can be trained as lay chaplains to support staff in residential 
care homes who have the challenge of supporting the oldest of older 
people. 

 

Current Work: 

 
Taking seriously all the findings in their report, members of the Community Care 
Group have begun to offer specific training in order to help and support parishes 
in their ministry to older people. During 2012, we organised three dementia 
awareness training days, each focusing upon dementia and its effects, spiritual 
care and practical worship. Each was conducted by professional and 
experienced trainers.  
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This year, we have just completed a two day Active Listening Skills Course. We 
have worked with the Counselling Foundation, previously known as the Herts. 
and Beds. Pastoral Foundation, in order to provide a tailor made course aimed at 
church members and leaders in this Diocese who minister to older people either 
in residential care homes or within the community.  

 
We, in the Community Care Group, recognise the importance of listening to 
anyone’s life story but particularly to those of older people. By learning 
somebody’s name and spelling it correctly; by listening to their life stories, we 
validate those people’s lives, giving them worth as human beings. Lives which 
may seem insignificant to many are touching. They are often “hidden treasures of 
darkness” and “riches hidden in secret places”. (Is 45:3) 
 
Those who are too frail to leave their own homes and come to church or those 
who are most vulnerable and live in residential care homes often live lives of 
quiet courage, love and endurance. If we allow them, these lives give us 
glimpses of God’s Kingdom and reflect a unique picture of God’s grace and 
mystery. By listening to their stories, we can share in the story of God’s 
continuing healing presence. By providing pastoral care and spiritual support we 
continue to be gardeners in God’s garden, cultivating that soil in order to nourish 
the growth and beauty of life that is still within. Nurturing older people who are 
undervalued in our society enriches our lives and ministry. God’s grace can bring 
many surprises and unexpected blessings. 
 

Many Blessings 

 
Like with Mary, who lived in a residential home. Aged 90, she was bitterly upset 
because she wished to take part in the Communion Service but was not 
confirmed. A volunteer drew Mary to the attention of her local priest who visited 
her and asked if she wished to be confirmed.  “Yes, sir,” came the hasty reply.   
She explained that she had been baptised as a baby in Tilbury and later had 
attended confirmation classes. However, on the day of the Confirmation she had 
scarlet fever and could not be confirmed.”  Her priest arranged for her to be 
confirmed and a few months later Bishop Richard arrived at the home and in the 
setting of the monthly Communion Service Confirmed Mary – the Bishop’s first 
Confirmation since becoming a Bishop.  Mary was confirmed a mere 78 years 
after completing her preparation in Tilbury. 
 
Molly, who inspired the name of this presentation, always said that she “was 
greatly blessed” even in times of adversity and when she could no longer 
manage the home and garden which she had once shared with her beloved 
husband. In her mid – eighties and moving to a warden controlled bungalow, she 
thanked God every morning for her family, friends, her new home, the small 
animals, birds and flowers which she could see from her lounge window. She 
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loved life and was never happier than when she was invited to join in a special 
celebration. Her sense of joy and gratitude for small mercies never left her. She 
appreciated the care of friends and family who would carry out little jobs for her. 
She had a strong and enquiring faith and exuded an enthusiasm and energy 
which, when shared with her visitors, made them aware that the gift of life itself is 
a great blessing. She was an unassuming and beautiful presence in the lives of 
many until her death at the age of 93.   
 
If we truly engage with the Molly’s of this world, Christian ministry cannot be one 
way. Whilst we may pray that our own presence will bring hope, healing and 
renewal to those we befriend and to whom we minister, they, in turn, will cause 
us to reflect on our own source of blessing, reminding us that we, too, are 
blessed. Pastoral care is not just given, it is given and received. We have to 
share something of ourselves if we are to bring blessings of love, friendship and 
faith to others.  
 
Ministering to older people who are at their most vulnerable can be 
uncomfortable and challenging. We may struggle to look beyond physical 
disability or disfigurement; we may wrestle with the indignities of incontinence or 
dementia and yet here are glimpses of God’s kingdom. “The Word became flesh 
and made his dwelling among us.” (Jn 1: 14) ” ..”his appearance was so 
disfigured … and his form marred beyond human likeness”  (Is.52:14) We are 
created in God’s image but God’s glory is often hidden by pain and suffering. 
 
The spiritual care of older people goes beyond prayer, church services and 
religious activities. Whatever their religion or none, older people may be 
confronting new feelings of loss or bereavement. They may be facing fear, guilt 
or shame, perhaps new issues of God in their lives as they try to come to terms 
with their own mortality. Spirituality encompasses all of life. It is a life process and 
is part of a person’s identity. In ministering to people nearing the end of their lives 
and in helping to prepare them to meet their Creator, we are most privileged.   
 
As we minister, suddenly, we may find ourselves becoming aware of our own 
mortality thus causing us to deeply reflect on our own beliefs. In listening to life 
stories, we may glimpse the gifts and fruits of the Holy Spirit. As we listen to 
someone who says that although she will be sorry to leave all her family, she is 
now ready to die because she knows she is going to a better place, we may 
sense the presence of God and reflect on her simple faith and trust. These are 
sacred and holy moments. They are blessings. 
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