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“We should respect our elders, not out of sentiment, but out of an understanding that the 
capacity for us to do something spiritually profound never ends.  Each of us never knows 
if in the hour to come we may be called on to be the agent of God.  We can turn the 
corner at any age to discover God’s destiny before us.  I have seen human beings taking 
their last breath do more for the living gathered around them than I could ever hope to 
do.  The world sees only the outer shell and honors strength of body.  We see the inner 
soul and honor strength of spirit.  And that strength never fades. Never.” 
  From Cloud Walking: A Spiritual Diary by Steven Charleston 
 
 

 
 
 

The later years of life are a time of transition and change.  Some of these changes are 
welcome (retirement, travel, new grandchildren) and others not so welcome (health 
complications, moving to assisted living facilities, the death of friends, etc.).  How do we 
navigate these transitions with grace?  How can our faith and the Christian community 
enrich this time?    How can we help nourish the “strength of spirit”? 
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Older adults are a vast and growing demographic in our society as well as other 

developed nations.  We in the church have an opportunity to respond to the needs, 
interests and unique life tasks this time of life provides.   

It is a mistake to lump all “older adults” into one big category.  In our visits with the 
model churches for 2015, we discovered a lot of energy around naming such a ministry.  
They did not want to be called “older adults” or “seniors.”  One person referred to a 
newspaper article that talked about an “elderly man” in an auto accident.  Later in the 
article, it cited him as being 62 years old!  The 60 year olds were outraged.   They did not 
see themselves as “elderly.”  Developing a ministry with this demographic will probably 
include a lot of discussion around naming the group.    

Most researchers and gerontologists, however, are categorizing older adults into 3 
groups:  boomers (aged 50-70), seniors (aged 71-84), and elders (aged 85+).  For the 
purposes of this report, we will use the term “older folks” alternately with the term “older 
adults.” 

The church can provide spaces for self-reflection and group support as we move through 
the transitions of our later years.   

Because much of local church energy and programing is focused on children, youth, and 
young adults, and because many of our congregations have a large population of 
boomers, seniors, and elders, the opportunity for specialized ministry to and with this 
group is a new frontier in ministry. 

Project Goals 

In our youth-oriented culture, the value, contributions, and needs of mid-life and older 
folks can get lost, even within church communities.  Well-planned programs, activities 
and services, oftentimes simple and inexpensive, can go a long way in alleviating social 
isolation, providing spiritual and intellectual stimulation, offering opportunities to share 
wisdom and experience, assisting with good health practices, making available ways for 
feeling productive and useful, and providing safe and supportive forums for accepting the 
sometimes difficult late-life issues that many individuals must eventually face. 

Some Conference churches have well-established older folks’ programs.  Others are in 
the process of establishing or expanding them.  Still others have no programs currently in 
place, but are eager to implement some for their congregations or communities.   
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Thus, the basic goals of the Churches as Models project are the same as in last year’s 
report written by Jackie Finley: 

• Start an organized means to obtain firsthand knowledge of successful older adult 
programs and services within the Conference. 

• Determine ways they can be replicated and as necessary, adapted by other 
congregations within the Conference. 

• Ensure that the above information is publicized so that older adult programs can 
be widely created, nourished and expanded. 

Building on the 2014 project, this report is the next step in offering an organized system 
for sharing ideas and support for innovative and long-lasting older folks programs and 
services. 

Model Churches and Their Programs 

The three churches selected for 2015 are each at a different stage of older adult ministry 
development.  Lodi First UMC began their ministry in 1996 and has well established 
programs.  Davis UMC had some informal programs, but wanted to expand the ministry 
and formalize it.  Epworth UMC, Berkeley, saw the need for such a ministry and desired 
to get an older adult ministry going.  So the Model Churches Project followed their 
process for designing one.   

As project coordinator, I visited these sites on several occasions to 1) observe their 
programs, activities and planning processes; 2) talk with participants in order to gather 
first-hand information as to why the programs or the desire for programs have succeeded; 
and 3) meet with clergy, program leaders, facilitators and representatives to learn how the 
programs were started, maintained, nourished, publicized, and most importantly, how 
they can be an inspiration and potentially be adapted by other churches within the CA-
NV Conference.   

Below is a summary of the excellent programs and activities offered at the 2015 model 
churches sites.  These programs and activities can be used as ideas for starting similar 
offerings at other churches. 

 Lodi First UMC 

First UMC in Lodi has a well-established older adult ministry which began in 1996 with 
the hiring of a Parish Nurse.  (They are now referred to as “Faith Community Nurses.”) 
The person hired is a Registered Nurse who is active in the congregation and is part of 
the staff.  She began by administering a confidential Health Survey to everyone in the 
congregation to assess the needs in order to plan health programs for the congregation 
and those served by the church’s outreach ministries. Copies of the 3 page health ministry 
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survey are available upon request.  For older folks, she found that there was a need for 
appropriate exercise, more socialization opportunities to help deal with loneliness, 
support groups to help cope with losses, intellectual stimulation, and aging aids.  Out of 
these results, a vibrant and much needed ministry emerged.  All of their programs are 
open to the community and numerous people who are not members of the church 
participate. 

Exercise Programs 

Lodi UMC offers two levels of exercise classes designed to help older adults remain 
active and healthy as they 
age.  The classes are led 
by a certified aerobics 
instructor.  

The first class is called 
Energizers.  Energizers is 
a low-impact aerobics 
class for active seniors.  
Dance-like movements 
are set to upbeat music.  
The exercises are 

designed to increase heart and respiratory rates.  Resistance bands and light weights are 
also used to maintain muscle strength and function.  Stretching exercises are included to 
maintain flexibility.  The class is an hour long and meets each week on Monday, 
Tuesday, Wednesday and Friday.  

The second class is called 
Pacesetters.  Pacesetters is an 
adapted exercise program for 
older folks who wish to remain 
seated or stand, but exercise at 
a slower pace.  Exercises that 
can be performed from a chair 
or holding onto a chair are 
featured in this class.   

The class is particularly good 
for those who have physical limitations.  Participants report experiencing better hand-eye 
coordination, improved sense of well-being, balance and strength, and even weight loss.  
The 45 minute class meets weekly on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. 
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Over the years, many other exercise opportunities have been offered.  One time they had 
a 10 week Ballroom Dancing class which culminated with a “Senior” prom.  An 
instructor at a Kung-Fu studio in a nearby community, offer a self-defense class to older 
adults who use walking aids.  He called it “Cane-Fu”.     

Socialization 

Social isolation and loneliness are a part of life for many older adults.  Physical health 
issues, loss of friends and family due to death, illness, divorce, even the inability to 
continue to drive a car, can all adversely impact older individual’s abilities to stay 
connected and feel acknowledged and needed.  Hence, there is a real desire for 
opportunities to socialize and connect.   

Lodi UMC has responded to that need by offering two monthly gatherings for older folks.  
Both provide a catered luncheon.  Participants pay a small charge for the meal.  The first 
ministry is called “Warm Hearts”.  It begins with a speaker addressing a topic of concern 
for older adults such as “senior fraud.”  It is followed by discussion and then lunch.  The 
second ministry is call “Meatloaf and Memories.”  The group gathers for a catered 
meatloaf luncheon and then shares pictures or mementos from their lives.  It is a time of 
sharing memories and celebrating their lives.   

Support Groups 

One of the needs older folks expressed was for short-term support groups.  When 
dramatic life-changes occur, a support group can be a valuable resource.     Hence, over 
the years, the church has offered groups for bereavement, care giver support, prayer and 
healing, and an active prayer chain.  Lodi UMC also has a Stephen’s Ministry which 
responds to many of the needs of older adults.  As part of the bereavement ministry, they 
offer a Blue Christmas service for those who has lost loved ones in the past year.  An 
easy, yet very meaningful support is through the use of Care Notes.  The booklets offer 
strength, help and healing for those who are hurting.  Care Notes can be ordered from 
Abbey Press.  (www.abbeypress.com) These little booklets are available in the church 
narthex, taken to people during visits, and sometimes mailed to folks who have just 
experienced a loss.   They cover such topics as healthy aging, prayer, cancer, grief and 
loss, end of life issues, giving your worries to God, and many, many more.  

Intellectual Stimulation 

The Osher Lifelong Learning Institute (OLLI) has partnered with the Lodi church to 
provide classes, seminars and lectures for those over the age of 50.  These are college 
level classes that would be of interest to older adults.  The church offers OLLI space for 
their programs and OLLI reduces the cost for church members.   

http://www.abbeypress.com/
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Aging Aids 

Loss of hearing is an issue many people have as they age.  Hearing clearly and distinctly 
can be particularly difficult in large rooms or in areas with many people.  The Lodi 
church has responded by installing 2 hearing loops in the sanctuary.  Hearing loops are a 
special type of sound system for people with hearing aids. Now those with hearing aids 
can sit anywhere in the sanctuary and hear the worship service.   

Another important ministry that the church offers is a lending library of medical 
equipment.  An unused garage/shed on the property was commissioned for that purpose.  
It is filled with wheelchairs, walkers, canes, a scooter, and other items that folks can 
check out on a short term basis.  Often people donate medical equipment to the lending 
library so that it is new and/or in good working order. 

Further Information   

The Parish Nurse is a member of the church staff (8 hrs./wk.) She makes visits in 
consultation with the pastor, leads support groups, and makes numerous referrals for 
Meals on Wheels, respite care, independent caregivers, and end of life decisions.  She 
writes articles for the church newsletter on senior health (heart health, blood pressure, 
how to prevent falls, balance, NAMI, etc.)  In past years she had provided flu shots and 
hosted a blood bank.  Because the church is a downtown church, she has assembled 
“Hope Totes”.  These tote bags are filled with basic items and brochures about services 
and agencies in the community for the homeless and low income seniors.  

Davis UMC 

Over the years, the Davis UMC has had various programs that served older folks, but 
were not necessarily designed for that group.  The church recently engaged in the 
Pathways Project sponsored by the CA/NV annual conference.  Out of this planning 
process came the desire to develop a more comprehensive older adult ministry.  To help 
with their planning, they turned to the General Board of Discipleship’s website.  There 
they discovered the S.E.N.I.O.R.S. model.  Each letter stands for a component for a vital 
and lively older adult ministry plan.  They are: Spiritual, Enrichment, Nutrition 
(Wellness), Intergenerational, Outreach, Recreation, and Service.  For more information 
on each of those components, visit www.umc.org and search for “Steps for vital older 
adult ministry.”   

 

 

http://www.umc.org/
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The newly formed Congregational Care Team began by identifying the ministries and 
programs that serve older adults and /or that older folks serve in.  They currently have: 

1.  Elder Spirituality Circles.  These were begun in 2012  and are small interactive 
groups of elders designed to explore the spiritual dimensions of aging—ways of 
living life more consciously, more joyfully, and more compassionately; to engage 
in life’s mending and repair work; to come to terms with mortality, to create a 
spiritual legacy and to explore opportunities for mentoring and service.  The 
sessions last 6 weeks  (2 ½  hours each), and are designed for 8 to 12 participants.  
The leadership for these circles has been trained by Sage-ing International.   

2. Stephen Ministry.  In the Davis UMC, most care receivers are seniors. 
3. Grief Support Groups.  Periodically, short-term grief support groups are offered. 
4. Hilltoppers.  This is a monthly dinner group of folks 50 or older. 
5. Sunset Diners.  Another monthly dinner group of elders. 
6. Grace Garden.  This is a church garden located on 5/8 acre at the back of their 

campus.  It is coordinated by a master gardener who 
trains others and uses senior volunteers.  The surplus 
produce from the garden (tomatoes, squash, cucumbers, 
green beans and cantaloupes) is given away to 
organizations in the community who feed the hungry.  
Many of the lower income people who receive the food 
are seniors.  

7. Weekday hiking group.  This is composed of active older 
adults. 

8. Adult Sunday School class and a mid-week senior Bible 
study group. 

9. Coffee hour*!  This was voted as the most important current ministry by a focus 
group comprised of older folks in the church.   
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The next step was to convene a series of focus groups composed of folks over 70 years 
old.  About 30 older adults participated in these groups.  Using the Appreciative Inquiry 
method (AI) they asked, “What’s in place, what’s working well and what’s needed?” 
“What unmet needs do you see for seniors?”  Out of these groups, some common themes 
emerged.  The Congregational Care Team identified 4 priorities and they are focusing on 
them for the time being.   

1. Transportation Ministry.  Many older folks can no longer drive and need ways to 
get to doctor’s appointments, grocery shopping, church, etc.  This ministry in the 
Davis UMC provides connections between those needing transportation and those 
willing to provide rides.  People needing a ride can call the coordinator and 
request a ride and they will be matched with a driver.  The coordinator maintains 
a spread sheet list of available drivers and regularly recruits new drivers.  Almost 
40 people have signed up to be drivers. 

2. Hearing Issues.  Numerous older adults mentioned that they had difficulty 
hearing, both in the sanctuary and in small group settings in the church building.  
The Fellowship Hall was also mentioned as a difficult setting for those 
experiencing hearing loss.  Research is underway to address acoustic issues in the 
Sanctuary and Fellowship Hall. They would like to purchase 10 headsets and 2 
microphones in addition to a portable sound system for meeting rooms.   

3. More social events/opportunities for older adults.  This ministry will focus on 
those older folks who live alone and want more social interaction.  In October, the 
church partnered with Atria Senior Living to host a luncheon.  Church members 
who live at Atria and in the community of Davis, gathered for a no-cost lunch in a 
small dining room at the facility.  This will be done on a monthly basis.  The 
church hopes to expand this type of ministry to another senior living facility in the 
city.  

4. Workshops on Ethical Wills/Legacies.  Two church members will take the 
training on how to help people put together these letters, i.e., what are they,  who 
are they addressed to,  how do we do it, how do we share our heritage, values and 
blessings with those we love, what do we want to be remembered for?  They will 
begin offering workshops in 2016. 

Epworth UMC, Berkeley 

Epworth United Methodist Church in Berkeley is a multigenerational congregation with 
older folks involved in many of the activities offered by the church.  However, they did 
not have a specific older adult program.  The need for such a ministry was identified by 
the church council, shared with some leaders on the conference level ,  but was slow in 
moving forward.  Being selected as a Model Church by the annual conference was a great 
catalyst for developing and designing such a ministry!  
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We asked if they would be willing to let us follow their process for getting such a 
ministry off the ground.  Hence, all that we are reporting has occurred in just 8 months!  

In a process similar to the one used by the Davis UMC, Epworth began by compiling a 
list of programs and activities that already involve older folks.  They then called together 
several focus groups of older adults to brainstorm on how the church could be in ministry 
with/to seniors.  Several themes emerged:   

• the older folks highly value intergenerational opportunities 
• aging as a life process with an emphasis on healthy aging 
• isolation—loss of friends, social networks, marginalization, etc. 
• being actively engaged and contributing  
• opportunities to serve 

 

A guiding/planning group of older adults was developed.  They decided to call 
themselves “A+”--Adults Plus. The church also underwrote a ¼ time staff position to 
help determine and lead the next steps in supporting this ministry.  

 

  

 

Monthly brown bag lunches for socializing began in the summer.  Between 20 and 30 
people attend.  The group then decided they would like to have a speaker series at these 
lunches.  The speakers would address issues such as senior health, elder law and estate 
planning, opportunities for community service, re-inventing retirement, the spirituality of 
aging, the Village concept and how it is already functioning in Berkeley with Ashby 
Village--see (www.ashbyvillage.org), and many others. 

http://www.ashbyvillage.org/
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The monthly church newsletter now has a page devoted to older adult ministries.  It 
includes A+ updates and “age-wise” interviews with older folks in the church 
community.  They provide positive and inspiring images of aging.   

Epworth UMC is collaborating with Ashby Village and offering an older adult Tai Chi 
class at the church.  Between 25 and 35 folks participate.  This will be an on-going class.   

  

One of the problems older folks have is how to get rid of an accumulation of “stuff.”  A 
workshop on clearing out clutter and getting organized will be offered in 2016.   

The Open Hearts/Open Hands ministry is currently being set up.  This ministry will 
provide meals, rides, visits, and repair jobs to those older adults who need help. 

The A+ ministry has also scheduled regular visits to the Alameda County Food Bank to 
volunteer.  Rides are provided so that older folks can participate. 

The coordinator for Epworth’s new older adult ministry says,   “People send me ideas for 
programming all the time now and it's wonderful to see more and more folks getting out 
of their houses to come to Epworth to find community, education and opportunities to 
serve.” 
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Conclusion 

The three churches selected for 2015 as Model Churches for Older Adult ministry are 
each in a different stage of planning and development.  Perhaps your church has 
programs for older adults like Davis UMC, but hasn’t formalized a ministry specific to 
that age group.  Perhaps, like Epworth UMC, your church wants to launch such a 
ministry, but needs to get started.  Maybe you even have a long term older adult ministry 
program like Lodi UMC.  Wherever you are on the spectrum, you are offering healthy 
aging and spiritual growth opportunities for a growing segment of our population.   

The older adult ministry coordinators from each of these churches have graciously agreed 
to be available as resource people to help you plan and implement programs for your 
church.  Contact them through their respective church offices.   

However, each church in our annual conference is unique and will want to design a 
program that reflects the needs and issues in their own context.  Involve the older adults 
in your congregation and discover what they would like, what would be most helpful for 
them.  You may be surprised at what you come up with!   

If you need more guidance, the 2014 Churches as Models report by Jackie Finley has 
many suggestions.  These include: how to get started, finding teachers and facilitators for 
programs and activities, specific age group programs (boomers, seniors, elders), 
publicizing programs, and financial considerations.   

I want to thank the pastors, staff, and laity of the three model churches for their time, 
hospitality, and helpfulness in making the project so interesting and enjoyable.  They are 
certainly tapping into and nurturing the strength of spirit of our older adults.   

I also want to thank the UMW Beulah Older Adult Fund for providing a grant to help 
underwrite this research project and the California/Nevada Conference Committee on 
Vital Congregations and New Church Development for their support and encouragement.  
It is our hope to continue the Model Churches project with different churches in for 2016.   
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Prayer for Aging 

 

All Gracious God, You have given me all I am and have, 
and now I give it back to You to stand under Your will alone. 
In a special way I give You these later years of my life. 
 
I am one of those called by You into old age, a call not given to all, 
not given to Jesus, not given to most in our world today. 
I humbly ask You, grace me deeply in each aspect of that struggle. 
 
As my physical eyesight weakens, 
may the eyes of my faith strengthen, 
that I may see You and Your Love in everything. 
As my hearing fails, may the ears of my heart 
be more attentive to the whisper of Your gentle voice. 
As my legs weaken and walking becomes more difficult, 
may I walk more truly in Your paths, 
knowing all the while that I am held in the embrace of Your love. 
As my mind becomes less alert and memory fades 
may I remain peaceful in You, 
aware that with You there is no need for thought or word. 
You ask simply that I be there, with You. 
 
And should sickness overtake me and I be confined to bed, 
may I know myself as one with Your Son as he offers his life for  
the salvation of the world. 
 
Finally, as my heart slows a little after the work of the years, 
may it expand in love for You and all people. 
May it rest secure and grateful in Your loving heart 
until I am lost in You, completely and forever. 
Amen. 
 
“Prayer for Aging” by Sr. Moya Hanlen, FDNSC (Australia)  
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