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What’s a dementia inclusive Christingle service?

A Christingle service is a great opportunity to welcome the whole community, 
from the youngest to the oldest. If a person is living with dementia or caring 
for someone living with dementia, there may be barriers that prevent their 
participation in Christingle services. Considering what barriers or challenges a 
person might encounter, removing these, and extending a warm welcome, will 
encourage people living with dementia to come along, enjoy, and be a part of the 
hope and light of Christingle.

Christingle services create an opportunity to share the light of Christ with people 
living with dementia, and remind them in this sensory rich way that their continued 
presence and participation brings light to their communities. The part of the brain 
that manages our senses is close to our memory networks. The more sensory rich a 
Christingle service is, the more likely a person living with dementia will have a positive, 
hope-filled experience.

It may be that a person living with dementia has memories of Christingle services 
from their younger years, which can create a good opportunity for reminiscence. Or 
perhaps this year is the first time someone will encounter Christingle. Either way, a 
warm welcome at your Christingle service will go a long way to showing people living 
with dementia and their carers that everyone is welcome. 

A note on language

You may hear or use the terms ‘dementia friendly’, ‘dementia enabling’ or ‘dementia 
inclusive’. Whatever language you choose, make sure that those who are living with 
dementia and carers know that they are welcome at your Christingle service. Avoid 
using the phrase ‘dementia sufferer’. Living with dementia can bring enormous 
challenges, but it should not be seen as a chapter of life free from hope. The message 
of Christingle is about bringing the light of hope to the world, particularly in times of 
darkness.

‘The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it’  
(John 1.5)

While this is a message for everyone, it may be particularly poignant for people living 
with dementia and their carers, since society so often frames dementia in terms of 
loss, with an absence of hope.
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Before the service

Planning

Choose a place, date and time for your dementia inclusive Christingle service. 
Celebrations usually take place between Advent (December) and Candlemas 
(February). As Christingle is likely to be associated with Christmas, it may be good to 
hold the service during Advent for people living with dementia, as there will be most 
prompts around the time of year. It may be confusing for people living with dementia 
to attend a service which feels festive in the middle of January once people’s festive 
decorations have been taken down.

Spreading the word

Christingle provides a great opportunity to invite people in the church family or local 
community who are living with dementia to join in with celebrations. You can make 
postcards or leaflets with the details of the Christingle service so people can put the 
date in their diary well in advance, and have the information up on a pin-board, fridge 
or by their side as a reminder of something to look forward to.

Think about how you can spread the word about your Christingle service. Is there a 
local branch of Alzheimer’s Society, a local Dementia Action Alliance, or dementia-
friendly community network in your area? Perhaps there is a befriending organisation, 
or other local churches that would be keen to hear about your dementia inclusive 
Christingle service. If you have a poster advertising your Christingle service, you may 
be able to put this up in your local library, shops, and GP surgery.

Transport

Consider how people living with dementia will be making their way to the Christingle 
service. Offer support where possible – this could be a lift, help with booking a taxi, or 
providing clear instructions with a simple map or written directions.

Reminder

If you know that people who are living with dementia and carers will be coming along 
to your Christingle service, get in touch with them a few days before and let them 
know you are looking forward to seeing them. This serves both as a reminder, and also 
lets people know that their presence is valued.
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Positive risk assessment

While it’s important to consider all of the possible risks, it is equally important to 
consider what might go well. For example, although there are risks associated with  
the naked flame of a candle, there really is nothing quite like the magic of candle light.  
For most people living with dementia, a candle would not create too high a risk.  
That said, if a lit candle is deemed too high risk, a battery operated candle may  
be a welcome alternative. 

During the service

A warm welcome

From the first greeting to the last goodbye, it’s important to consider dementia 
inclusion in every aspect of your Christingle service. Make sure each person receives 
a warm welcome and is shown to their seat. It can be helpful if people who are 
designated ‘welcomers’ wear name labels with clear, large, legible writing. 

As well as having welcomers on the door, ensure there are welcomers circulating 
before the service begins, in case anyone has any questions once seated. Someone 
may need support finding the toilets or want a glass of water, for example, so the more 
welcomers you have the better.

At the end of the service, make sure that people are thanked for coming. This will 
also provide an opportunity to invite people living with dementia and carers to future 
events, whether this is to other church services, or community outreach events.

Lighting

Poor lighting can create challenges for people living with dementia in terms of working 
out what things are, and navigation. If your Christingle service is going to be candlelit, 
consider dimming the lights once people are seated, or offer support so people can 
find their seats. Rather than asking, ‘Do you need some help?’ a gentle offer of, ‘Come 
with me, I’ll show you to your seat’ provides friendly support and continues to extend a 
warm welcome. 

Service sheet and projector

If you have a service sheet, make sure the font is clear and at least 14 point in size.  
If possible, have one service sheet rather than a cluster of sheets, as it can be easy  
to get into a muddle with a collection of papers, whether or not a person is living  
with dementia.  

If you have a projector, for example for the words of the reading or with  
the words of the hymns, a light background with no pattern makes the  
text much easier to read.
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Sermon or Talk

If a person is living with dementia, it may not be possible to simply make efforts for 
a sermon to be ‘memorable’. Rather than asking ‘How can a person remember the 
sermon?’, consider how a person living with dementia can be engaged during the 
sermon, as for the whole Christingle service. This may be through simple sermon 
headings, a sensory prompt like a slice of dehydrated orange – or of course, the 
Christingle itself – or a couple of key verses printed on a card, which can then be taken 
home. Verses may include one of the following:

‘ You are the light of the world… No one after lighting a lamp puts it under the 
bushel basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the house.’ 
(Matthew 5.14-15)

‘ The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.’  
(John 1.5)

‘ Again Jesus spoke to them, saying, “I am the light of the world.  
Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life.”’  
(John 8.12)

Collection

If you take a collection for the work of The Children’s Society, regular churchgoers are 
more likely to be familiar with a collection basket going round during a hymn, or at the 
end of the service.

Just because a person is living with dementia, it shouldn’t be assumed either that 
they are no longer wanting to help others, or they are no longer able to. If there is an 
‘Offertory hymn’ during your Christingle service, make sure this is clear in the notice 
sheet, and clearly introduced at the start of the hymn. While the collection is being 
taken, approach people from the front, so they can see the collection coming and 
have enough time to find their purse or wallet. Chose a hymn that is long enough that 
the collection doesn’t need to be rushed. Once the collection has been made, thank 
people for their contributions. 
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After the service

Think about something you could give to a person living with dementia as a memento 
of the Christingle service, and as a thank you for being part of the service. Examples 
include a card, prayer, or bookmark with a Bible verse used in the service. Take the 
opportunity to invite people living with dementia to future church events, whether this 
is a Sunday service or community event. 

Perhaps your church is well on its way to dementia inclusion, or maybe this Christingle 
service is providing the opportunity to take those first steps to making church a place 
where people living with dementia and carers feel that they belong. Wherever you 
are on your dementia inclusion journey, why not take a look at Travelling Together, a 
practical guide from Livability.

livability.org.uk/resources/travelling-together/

Ideas for informal and smaller groups,  
for example in residential care

Beyond Christingle services held in churches, you may have the opportunity to share 
Christingle in a more informal setting with people living with dementia, and carers. 
This may be in residential care, a day centre, dementia friendly cafe, or in a church 
home group. 

Light and warmth

If the group is mobile, arrange the group in a circle by lightness of eyes. This speaks  
to that value of truly being seen, something that people living with dementia don’t 
always experience. After this, arrange the group in a circle by the warmth of each 
person’s hands. This speaks to the value of contact and warmth. Both exercises 
encourage connection, and can further draw out the illustration that God sees us  
and cares for us.

Note: In some all age or intergenerational contexts, arranging people according to  
age may be a welcome exercise. If a person is living with dementia, they may not 
be able to recall their age or birthday. It’s important not to create any activity that 
might cause any anxiety if a particular piece of information can’t be remembered in 
the moment. Arranging a group of people by eye colour or the warmth of their hands 
creates a group activity where people make the decisions together. There is also no 
‘right’ or ‘wrong’. 

https://livability.org.uk/resources/travelling-together/
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Christingle for reminiscence

What memories do each element of the Christingle evoke? As you consider each 
‘ingredient’ of the Christingle, pass round the item to touch, smell and taste, inviting 
people to say what it reminds them of.

Once people have made suggestions or offered reflections, introduce what each  
item represents in a Christingle context. The goal in this exercise is engagement  
in the moment rather than recalling specific memories. Asking, ‘I wonder what this 
reminds you of?’ is a gentle invitation which does not create any pressure to get the 
‘right’ answer.

 Ԏ The orange represents the world.

 Ԏ The red ribbon symbolises the love and blood  
of Christ.

 Ԏ Dried fruits and sweets represent all of God’s 
creations and good gifts. These can also 
represent the four seasons.

 Ԏ The lit candle represents Jesus’s light in the 
world, bringing hope to people living in darkness.

A knot in the ribbon

A knot is sometimes used to symbolise memory, 
or remembering. A person living with dementia 
may have problems with their memory, and they 
might not be able to recall previous experiences of 
Christingle, or what it represents.

Tying a knot in the red ribbon before tying it round 
the orange represents Christ’s love for us, even if 
we aren’t able to remember. It may not be practical 
for everyone to take a Christingle home, but each 
person can take away a ribbon with a knot tied in it. 
If people are able, they can tie a knot in their own 
piece of ribbon, or they can be supported to do so. 
This can also be used in larger groups as a sermon illustration.    

A lovely cup of Christingle

Why not make a Christingle blend of tea (with black loose tea, orange peel and cloves) 
and make a proper cuppa with a teapot? Loose tea can be bought online, and shops 
often sell ‘Christmas blends’ which can be adapted. What flavours can you detect? 
Do the flavours remind you of anything? Again, this creates an opportunity for in the 
moment engagement, with questions that invite contributions without the need to get 
it ‘right’. Of course, festive snacks can also accompany the tea.
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A Christingle that lasts

Fresh oranges don’t last forever, so why not prolong the memory of your service by 
making a Christingle-inspired posy with dried ingredients. These may include: slices 
of dehydrated orange (with small holes cut to thread the red ribbon through), sprigs 
of herbs including rosemary and thyme, and cinnamon sticks. You could even include 
a few long cooks’ matches or a candle. Tie all these Christingle ingredients together 
with red ribbon. This can then be hung as a decoration.  

Christingle bunting

Cut old maps into bunting flags, and punch 
holes in each of the top corners. Thread 
the bunting with red ribbon or wool. To 
add light, battery operated fairy lights can 
be twisted round the red ribbon. Large 
bunting can be made to decorate a church 
or shared space, or much smaller strings of 
bunting can be made for a mantelpiece or in 
someone’s home. 

Whatever activity or exercise you decide to 
use, go with the flow and be adaptable to 
the energy of the people you are spending time with. The goal is to spend quality time 
with people living with dementia, exploring together and ‘sharing the light’ and hope of 
Christingle, a message for everyone.   

Dementia inclusive environment audit  
for your Christingle service

Church environments range from centuries-old cathedrals to school halls. An 
environment audit encourages churches to consider and tackle any barriers that may 
be preventing the full inclusion of people living with dementia.

Getting inside the building

 Ԏ Does the building look like it’s open? Many churches keep the doors closed to keep 
in the heat – but this may unintentionally keep people out. A welcomer standing by 
the door can offer a warm welcome and practical assistance.

 Ԏ Does the building have level access for wheelchair users and those with  
limited mobility?
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 Ԏ Is it possible to park close enough to the entrance, particularly in bad weather?

 Ԏ Is the ground even?

 Ԏ Are the edges of any steps marked clearly?

 Ԏ If the building is large, are there occasional ‘resting places’ if a person’s mobility is 
limited, or they become tired?

 Ԏ Think temperature. Is your church building warm? This can be difficult to achieve in 
large buildings. Why not have a selection of blankets on hand for people who might 
particularly feel the cold?

Quiet space

 Ԏ Do you have a quiet, comfortable space for someone who might be feeling 
confused or overwhelmed by sensory overload? A few minutes with a supportive 
person might be all that’s needed for someone to feel safe and settled.

Signage

 Ԏ Are signs clear, in bold typeface with good contrast between text and background?

 Ԏ Is there a contrast between the sign and the surface it is mounted on? This will 
allow the person to recognise it as a sign.

 Ԏ Are the signs fixed to the doors or locations they refer to? They should not be on 
adjacent surfaces if at all possible.

 Ԏ Are signs at eye level (or just below eye level) and well-lit?

 Ԏ Are signs highly stylised or do they use abstract images or icons as representations? 
These should be avoided.

 Ԏ Are signs placed at key decision points for someone who is trying to navigate your 
premises for the first time? People with dementia may need such signs every time 
they come to your building.

 Ԏ Are signs for toilets and exits clear? Finding the way out is just as important as 
finding the way in.

 Ԏ Are glass doors clearly marked?
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Lighting

 Ԏ Are entrances well lit? Try to make as much use of natural light as possible. Good 
lighting can make an enormous difference in helping people who are living with 
dementia to find their way and make sense of their surroundings.

Sound

Lots of people have problems with their hearing, but people with dementia often have 
further difficulties, as they may be easily distracted by different sights and sounds, or 
find it tricky to fit or adjust their hearing aids.

 Ԏ Is there a hearing loop in your church?

 Ԏ Is it switched on for every service?

 Ԏ Is there a clear sign to indicate it is available?

 Ԏ Does the service leader draw attention to it at each service?

 Ԏ Does everyone involved in leading the service use a microphone, and at the start of 
the service ask the congregation whether they can be heard?

 Ԏ Is the singing led clearly, so that it is easy to follow and join in?

 Ԏ Is the band/musical accompaniment too loud or too quiet?

Flooring

 Ԏ Are there any highly reflective or slippery floors/surfaces? Reflections can cause 
confusion.

 Ԏ Do you have bold patterned carpets? Plain or mottled surfaces are easier; patterns 
can cause problems for people with perceptual problems.

 Ԏ Are changes in floor finish flush rather than stepped? These changes can cause 
some confusion due to perceptual problems.
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Toilets and changing rooms

 Ԏ Do you have a unisex toilet cubicle or other facility which would allow someone to 
have assistance without causing embarrassment?

 Ԏ Toilet seats that are of a contrasting colour to the walls and rest of the toilet are 
easier to see if someone has visual problems.

 Ԏ Do you have a changing room where a carer or partner can help out if the person 
needs help with their clothes? If not, are members of the pastoral team briefed in 
how to support this need with sensitivity?

Seating

 Ԏ In larger churches and buildings, do you have occasional seating, especially in 
areas where people may be waiting before or after the service?

 Ԏ Is the seating comfortable? Additional cushions may be welcome.

Navigation

 Ԏ Research shows that people with dementia use ‘landmarks’ to find their way 
around, both inside and outside. The more attractive and interesting the landmark 
(which in Advent might be candles, a tree, or nativity scene), the easier it is to 
use it as a landmark. Have you had a good look round and thought about these 
landmarks? They may also be used as talking points if the person living with 
dementia has a ‘buddy’ or ‘accompanier’.
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