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Sheila Telfer Chapter & verse

t a recent church meeting, 
conversation turned to the 
social events we host for our 
over 80s, and it was noted 

that a number of invited guests had not 
attended. Someone remarked that many 
over 80s were ‘in denial’ and didn’t 
want to be invited to social occasions 
designed for the elderly. 

Many dislike being labelled as elderly, 
feeling this implies that they have 
come to the end of their useful life. And 
the transition from being a giver to 
becoming a receiver of care can be hard.  
The truth is that many of our active 
over 80s are still more likely to be found 
in the kitchen making tea, buttering 
scones and washing up for social events, 
not to mention providing guests with 
lifts home in their cars before dashing 
off to keep-fi t class or pilates. After 
all, age is just a number – as another 
octogenarian remarked. 

These days, most churches 
depend upon the elderly to keep 
them running, as the age profi le 
of congregations continues 
to rise. Indeed, if we required 
everyone over 70 to retire from 
the jobs they are currently 
doing around the church, many 
elderships would be decimated 
and most of our activities would 
quickly grind to a halt. The 
knowledge and life experience 
of those who have been around 
for many decades is a huge 
resource which provides 
continuity and stability. While 
some might feel weighed down 
by ongoing responsibilities and 
long for the chance to retire, 
many more fi nd purpose and 

meaning in life through ministering to 
others in a variety of ways – through 
preaching, teaching, pastoral care and 
administration. The challenge is to fi nd 
ways of allowing those who are tired 
to step back without thinking they are 
letting folk down, while enabling those 
who wish to continue serving to do so, 
even as their strength wanes and their 
pace slows down.  

But what happens when people̕s
circumstances change and illness strikes? 
People can be left feeling sidelined, cast 
off, or forsaken. Psalm 71 challenges us 
to fi nd ways of honouring those whose 
‘usefulness’ is curtailed by poor health, 
particularly those struck down by 
dementia in all its different forms (not all 

of whom will be elderly).  
Most of us are fairly comfortable 

supporting people with physical 
ailments, but we can feel inadequate or 
unprepared when faced with dementia. 
My fi rst instinct is to offer comfort and 
practical help to the family – because 
I know how to do that and it is within 
my comfort zone. But how do you 
approach and interact with the dementia 
sufferer who may be confused, lost, 
frightened, or even disruptive in their 
behaviour? However sympathetic and 
compassionate we may feel, fewer of us 
are confi dent about how we should act. 
Perhaps we’re fearful of doing or saying 
the wrong thing, exacerbating distress 
or adding to the confusion of the person 
experiencing dementia.   

My church has been privileged to 
join an ecumenical project in order to 
discover how our local churches and 
community can become dementia-
friendly. We have been tasked with 
looking at our buildings with fresh 
eyes – how we might make them more 
accessible to those with dementia. A 
simple example: we probably all display 
signage to show people how to fi nd the 
toilets, but how many of us have signs 
inside the toilet door to help people fi nd 
their way back to the church or hall that 
they have come from? 

Our church has attended dementia 
awareness sessions to develop our 
understanding, and we’ve been 
encouraged to go out into the local 
community, to challenge local businesses 
– shops, banks, dentists and opticians – 
so that they too might consider how to 
become dementia-friendly. The project 
is still in its early stages, and it is only 
funded for one year, but already it is 
challenging us to think afresh about 
how we view those who are confused 
and disturbed, and to consider how we 
may respect their dignity and convey 
that they remain valued and valuable 
members of our church community.
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‘Older people are a 
huge resource’

‘Psalm 71 challenges us to honour those 
whose “usefulness” is curtailed’

Chapter & verse

‘Do not cast me off in the time of old age; do not forsake me when my strength
is spent.’

Psalm 71: 9
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Small group discussion questions
November 2017

Chapter & verse – Sheila Telfer (page 17)
Read Psalm 71, followed by Sheila Telfer’s article 

1. What situation do you imagine the psalmist being in when you read Psalm 71? 

2. Sheila’s article begins by referencing social events for church members over 80, noting that 
‘many dislike being labelled as elderly’. How do you feel about the term? What does it imply?

3. The third paragraph of Sheila’s article suggests that ‘most churches depend upon the 
elderly to keep them running’, later adding: ‘if we required everyone over 70 to retire from 
the jobs they are currently doing around the church, … most of our activities would quickly 
grind to a halt’. Do you agree? Why?

4. Psalm 71 speaks of proclaiming God’s might ‘to all the generations to come’. Do you know 
older people who do this? How might churches support older people to be active ministers 
and/or disciples?

5. According to Sheila’s fourth paragraph, Psalm 71 challenges us to find ways of honouring 
those whose circumstances change, people who are ‘left feeling sidelined, cast off, or 
forsaken’. How can society address this? 

6. The latter part of Sheila’s article focusses on the ways in which she, and her church, can 
better support people who live with dementia. How dementia-friendly is your church? 

7. Sheila ends her article by stressing the importance of respecting ‘those who are confused 
and disturbed’. Are there people you know who fit that description? What might God say 
to them?
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For further reflection: ‘Even when you turn grey I will carry you. … I will carry and will save.’ 
Isaiah 46:4 

Prayer: God of grace, your love has embraced us and valued us, from our first years through 
to today, and we know that it will continue with us all the way. Help us, we pray, to love and 
esteem one another with that same ageless and changeless love. Amen. 
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