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Our Conference title this year includes the word paradox – one of my 

favourite concepts for all kinds of reasons, not least because it allows us to 

hold together things which are often seen as polar opposites. And in this 

paper I want to explore one particular aspect of paradox in the pilgrimage of 

ageing – namely that while many see the extension of the lifespan as 

something to celebrate unreservedly, the reality is that most people have 

significant questions around the very possibility of living into extreme old 

age. 

In my work as Director of Chaplaincy & Spirituality for Methodist Homes 

(MHA) I frequently have speaking engagements, both liturgical and non-

liturgical, in which I often take the opportunity to ask those present two 

straightforward questions. The first is to ask “Who amongst us has as one of 

their life ambitions to live into extreme old age?” The second is to ask “Who 

amongst us has as their ambition to live in an Old People’s Home?” I could 

ask you the same two questions… And I suspect your answers will not be 

too different from any other gathering. 

It seems to me to be a profoundly theological issue for people of faith, in 

that, in effect, we are showing a reluctance to accept a gift from God! In one 

of the stories included in our book God, me and Being Very Old (SCM 2013), 

we read “Towards the end of her life Winnie was tired and used to pray every 

night that God would take her, almost to the point of being disappointed when she 
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awoke in the morning!” In thinking about paradoxes and promises, I think that 

we have to take Winnie’s prayer seriously. 

For many societies, the story of the 20th century is one of the general 

lengthening of the life span. Comparing the average life expectancy in 1900 

with that of 100 years later shows that for the majority of the developing 

world that average has almost doubled. This has essentially come about 

through tackling two principal issues; firstly that of infant mortality, because 

getting babies through the first five years is clearly key in getting more of 

them into later life and older age. The other principal factor is the extension 

of the life span which has come about partly through improved healthcare 

and diet but also through the decrease in heavy industry where many men in 

particular had experienced a shortening of their life, either through industrial 

accident or through poor working conditions. The end result has been to be 

able to summarise the 20th century as a “celebration of ageing” and for the 

assumption to remain that this is a wholly welcome development. Ann 

Morisy is correct though in reminding us that much of the expansion hasn't 

come by adding a new fourth age on to the end of a long life, but rather 

through the emergence of a new third age covering the period from the end 

of one’s working career through active ageing of the many people well into 

their 80s. For these reasons the story of the 20th century and indeed the 

beginnings of the 21st century isn't simply one of the celebration of ageing but 

it has to be seen in terms of the emergence of a new story of ageing. 

The thing that frightens me is that we now have a situation where scientists 

are apparently working on things which are aimed at extending old age even 

further. Some claim the first person who will live to be 200 is alive today – I 

have also heard people claim that the first person to live to be 1000 may 

already exist, although I also know around 1000 people who question why 

they might be bothering! 
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Where does Winnie’s prayer sit in this kind of world? Or to bring it close to 

home, how do we cope with my Mother’s reaction to a fact that emerged in 

a Conference I attended a couple of years ago. We were told that for the 

person in the UK reaching 85 today, they have on average another 7 years of 

life. That is quite a lot of living to be done, and my Mum was not sure she 

really wanted to bother! 

The theology of gift is not something which we often examine, except in this 

season of Harvest when we declare in gratitude that “All good gifts around 

us are sent from heaven above, then thanks the Lord, for all his love.” 

At the heart of the concept of gift is the fact that after the point of exchange 

the giver ceases to have a right of determination over the use of the gift. 

Anyone who has given a child a gift at Christmas knows that this can be a 

source of pain and even embarrassment, but the giver can do little or 

nothing. In later life we become more adept at avoiding the embarrassment, 

by finding cunning ways of disposing of the unwanted gift through a Charity 

shop well out of the orbit of giver! But this is not an approach open to the 

old as they ponder the ambiguous and unwanted gift of age. 

A couple of years ago we commissioned a piece of research from Harriet 

Mowat into the place and role of Chaplains within MHA’s aged care facilities. 

She did a good piece of qualitative work, based on some interviews, case 

studies and also on some diaries kept by Chaplains detailing their work. Her 

report contained much that was informative and useful, but by far the most 

useful was two phrases which she used. The first was this: “MHA Chaplains 

support and build reluctant communities”. The second was: “MHA Chaplains 

make connections but live with the fractures.” 

The idea of a reluctant community underlines the reality of the ambiguous 

gift of years which an increasing number of elders experience. And for all of 

us working in the area of residential aged care, the challenge of that 
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reluctance and those fractures is a recurring one. In his work around the 

Eden Alternative, Bill Thomas has underlined the debilitating effect of what 

he calls the three plagues of loneliness, helplessness and boredom for those 

living in old people’s homes, and where those plagues are unaddressed, there 

can be little surprise if people remain less than enamoured at the prospect of 

an extended life. 

But I do not believe that this issue is simply an existential one. I want to 

examine briefly just four areas where it raises its head very strongly in 

contemporary discussions around ageing. 

1. The Narrative of Frailty 

For all that there have been these extensions in the lifespan; the 

overwhelming narrative which people bring to bear on their thinking about 

ageing is that of inevitable and irreversible frailty. This can be seen most 

clearly in the usual road sign indicating the presence of older people, but it is 

also present in most comedic depictions of ageing. Shakespeare’s 7th age of 

“sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything” remains largely 

unchallenged in the usual language and imagery of ageing. 

Little wonder therefore that the prospect of a lengthening lifespan is viewed 

as an ambiguous gift. Indeed, going back to my question as to whose 

ambition it is to live into extreme old age, people’s answer to that question 

will include a caveat about good health. The gift is only wanted if the 

guarantee can be given that it will be healthy ageing and active ageing. If not, 

the gift can be spurned.  

And of course it is not simply frailty which dominates the narrative. For 

many older people in our care, their feeling is sometimes articulated in terms 

of having been superseded, left behind, the final survivor of a large family or 

circle of friends. My mother at 89 has become something of a professional 
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funeral goer, and while according to some that might mean lots of people 

will come to hers, she goes with an increasing sense of weariness at the loss 

of yet another of her cohort. 

 

2. Ageism in Society 

A second area worth examining briefly is that of the ageist attitudes in 

society, many of which give the impression that it is not just at the individual 

level that the gift of age is questioned. In the UK, despite the fact that we 

have a largely ageing Church, too much of our contemporary missiological 

thinking is dominated by a desire to “reach young families” or “the missing 

generations”. Church leaders seem to have swallowed the lie that an ageing 

Church is de facto a failing Church. When I became a Superintendent 

Minister nearly 20 years ago I visited all of the Churches in my Circuit and 

discussed the age profile of their membership. Each apologised and said that 

the membership was “getting on a bit”. When I enquired as to what they 

were doing to reach more 60+ year olds, they looked at me with incredulity! 

It was not something that they had ever considered. 

The changes which have been experienced during my lifetime in terms of 

technology have conspired to make many older people feel left out. Indeed 

the notion of digital exclusion is something which many are becoming aware 

of and perhaps will begin to address. During the past 14 years while I have 

been working with MHA there has been a shift in expectation such that in 

new facilities the assumption now is that new residents and tenants will 

expect internet access, Wi-Fi and all the other trappings of the digital age. 

It is perhaps strange that in societies which have confronted sexism, racism 

and homophobia and challenged them with varying degrees of success, 

nevertheless ageism still remains largely unchallenged. It is of course 

fundamentally different in at least one respect, for whereas I will never be a 
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black lesbian woman, I do hope one day to be old. Ism’s are about fear of the 

other, and whenever we refer to “wrinklies” and mean ‘them’ rather than 

‘us’, then we avoid the point of acknowledging our own ageing. Ageism is a 

kind of protection – but only protection from accepting the ambiguous gift of 

age. 

3. Debates around the Cost of Care 

A third area worth considering pulls both of these first two areas together 

and that is the various debates around the cost of aged care. In the UK we 

have had more royal commissions and parliamentary enquiries about how 

we will pay for aged care than one can imagine, but each time a possible 

solution or way forward is outlined it gets kicked into the political long grass. 

It is deemed too difficult or politically unpalatable, and as a consequence we 

run the risk of more care providers going out of business; thereby reducing 

the provision of care at a time of increasing numbers of older people, and 

also we will see a greater divide between the wealthy and the poor, as those 

without their own resources receive poor care in inadequate surroundings. 

And of course for the older person themselves, there is the internal debate 

as to why they or their family are spending between £25,000 and £40,000 

($35,000 and $60,000) a year keeping them alive. In the worst cases they are 

made to feel that they are “spending the kids’ inheritance”, but even when 

that does not apply, many do not feel happy that these sums of money are 

being spent, and feel that somehow they are to be seen as a burden. 

Ambiguous? Unwanted? Yes, both of these can apply. 

4. Debates around Assisted Dying 

My fourth area of consideration has been very much in the public eye over 

recent months as the UK Parliament has considered private members bills 

designed to change the law and allow forms of medically assisted dying. I do 
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not want here to get into that debate, but suffice to say that for many 

opponents of the proposals, the prospect of older people feeling that they 

should opt for an assisted death rather than live out their later life was 

something they cited on several occasions. And as a care provider, 

irrespective of my views on the broader subject, I would want to do 

everything in my power to avoid anyone feeling under such pressure. 

Frailty, ageism, cost and burden – four examples of why I suggest that part of 

the paradox we are looking at this week has to acknowledge that for many 

the gift of age is at worst unwanted and at best perhaps ambiguous. 

The question is, what can we do about it? In short, I suspect that there is 

little that we can do for today’s older people except to acknowledge their 

feelings and their questions. I am reminded of Paul Tournier’s question: 

“How can the person who has seen a meaning in life also see a meaning in 

old age, which seems to him to be a diminution, an amputation, a stifling of 

life?” For however we might try to formulate an answer, my overriding 

feeling is that if we have not addressed before we are old, then it is perhaps 

too late. 

But the lie of the land is changing. Between them my 4 grandparents clocked 

up 374 years. They grew old by surprise and could have had little 

expectation of doing so during their early life. My mother has reached 89 and 

has become old less by surprise and perhaps more by regret! For me and my 

generation, on the brink of beginning our 7th decade, the narrative has to be 

different. I referred earlier to the “emergence of a new story of ageing” and 

this will I think begin to determine how we embrace the gift of years. In her 

wonderful book with the wonderful title: “The Warmth of the Heart 

Prevents your Body from Rusting – Ageing without Growing Old” 1 Marie de 

                                            
1 “The Warmth of the Heart Prevents your Body from Rusting – Ageing without Growing Old” by Marie de 

Hennezel (Rodale 2011) ISBN 978-1-905744-84-8 
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Hennezel she spends time in discussion with Olivier de Ladoucette, a French 

Psychogeriatrician. On page 49 she writes:  

“I have the feeling that the future is bound to be less sombre than we think. We 

will grow old for longer, but in a better way.” She continues… “We still have to 

construct a more positive image of this time of life, confront our fears in order to 

overcome them, and work out a real policy for preventing unhappy old age. Lastly, 

it is up to us to combat the denial of old age and death, by working at growing 

old.”  

In her preface, she is bold in setting out an agenda for the baby boomers. She 

writes, “It’s up to us to invent a new art of growing old – which is a paradox, 

since it means accepting the inevitability of ageing without becoming ‘old’.”  

That is quite a challenge – to come up with a new art of growing old, and 

one which draws a distinction between ageing and becoming old! Is that 

merely playing with words, or does it outline a way of embracing this 

ambiguous gift? Surely we will have the same feelings as earlier generations 

though about the inevitability of ageing – fine and acceptable if it is healthy 

and fit, questionable if it is a time of frailty, limitation and illness. 

But the challenge surely joins with those words of Henri Nouwen. The 

challenge is to work at growing old in the same way that we may work at 

staying fit and healthy, mobile and connected. 

And the environment in which we do it needs to be more supportive – 

offering respect, acceptance and understanding. A society which understands 

its ageism and works to reduce it as we all work at growing older. 

And from a religious and theological point of view, we need to embrace the 

lengthening of the lifespan as being something in the purposes of God, and to 

explore ways of Christian nurture that fit us not simply for life-long 

discipleship but for long-life discipleship; which views the whole of life as 
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God’s gift and embraces it all as something to be worked out and worked on 

throughout life. 

The Paradox and Promise in the pilgrimage of Ageing come hand in hand. I 

have no idea of how I will embrace them should I live into extreme old age. I 

do however have my guides. I met Miriam about 3 years ago at Sunday lunch 

in one of our homes.  

‘Ask him to guess what you’ve asked for for your hundred-and-fifth birthday!’ 

suggested the manager. Fortunately her retort, ‘I don’t know what all the 

fuss is about’ saved me from the dilemma of guessing, and so I asked her to 

tell me herself. With a broad smile she announced,  

‘I’ve asked for a Kindle! I read a lot, they’re light, and even if I don’t get a lot 

of use of it, someone else will when I’m gone!’ Although I was separated in 

age from this woman by almost half a century, it struck me that she was in a 

place where, should I live that long, I would want to be: still active and 

engaged with this world and those who matter to me, but sitting lightly to it 

and fully accepting of my mortality. Accepting the gift of years with all of its 

ambiguity and paradox, and hopeful of making sense of what to do with it. 

 

 


