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Abstract  
 
The study investigates models of theology inherent in ministries for, with and by 
older people.   It is connected to questions I started to consider in 2018, about how 
the resources of churches and other ministries are distributed between people and 
groups of different ages, and whether this is equitable.  The hypothesis, that 
ministries for, with and by older people are rarely the product of rigorous theological 
reflection and would benefit from such work to identify the theologies on which they 
are predicated, is tested.   
 
Primary research, through six semi-structured interviews with organisations whose 
ministries focus on older people, is complemented by analysis of academic and 
practitioners’ perspectives.  Qualitative research methods are explained and used to 
identify gaps in theological reflection and theological understanding.  These are 
addressed through articulation of five models with distinctive characteristics, which 
are tools for understanding theologies present in the ministries being considered.   
 
Findings and conclusions emphasise that the hypothesis was correct: ministries for, 
with and by older people are rarely the product of rigorous theological reflection.  
However, the original and intelligible models that are put forward go some way to 
redressing this and provide a basis for further action and research. 
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1. Chapter One - Introduction, Structure and Synopsis 

 

This thesis flows from questions I began to consider in 2018:  What proportion of 

church resources are devoted to families and young people compared to older 

people?  Closely connected with this, are the levels of resources consistent with the 

proportion of older people who make up the membership of churches?  Whilst 

exploring these questions would have been a valuable and interesting study, they 

led me to a related area about the relationships between theology and ministries, 

specifically as these are expressed in ministries for, with and by older people. 

 

By conducting primary research case studies and studying a wide field of literature I 

developed five models which articulate how ministries act out theology.  The models 

discuss and explore how what is done (or not done) is commentary on what lies 

beneath.  Through the four chapters following the Introduction, I explain my 

research questions, how I have explored them, my analysis of the data and findings 

and conclusions.  A synopsis is below.   

 

1.1 Chapter 2 - Research Questions, Hypothesis and           

Literature Review 

 

Chapter 2 elaborates the scope of my work, that is the primary and secondary 

research I carried out and my central hypothesis.  It also reviews the literature I 
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have consulted.   Given the scale of the subject matter and the need to maintain a 

clear focus I concentrated on aspects of ministries for, with and by older people.  

 

My hypothesis is that ministries for, with and by older people are rarely the product 

of rigorous theological reflection and would benefit from such work to identify the 

theologies on which they are predicated.  This may or may not lead to changes in 

the ways that ministries are approached and organised, but that is not the point: 

understanding ministries from a theological perspective is valuable because faith 

should always be seeking understanding rather than relying on custom and practice 

or un-reflexive intuitions about what is right or best for a particular context. 

 

The key terms with which I am working, ‘ministries’ and ‘older people’ are defined in 

Section 4.1.  

 

1.2 Chapter Three - Research Processes 

 

Chapter Three details my research processes, from exploring my original thoughts, 

designing interrogatory questions, engaging with organisations willing to participate 

in my research and interviewing them, undertaking secondary reading and making 

critical connections between these sources.  Progression from simplicity to 

complexity is evident in my thinking as I have analysed and shaped diverse 

experiences, sources and perspectives into coherent models that have potential for 

practical use.   
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1.3 Chapter Four – Data Analysis 

 

Chapter Four discusses the key findings from my research, expressing five models 

and their characteristics which explain theological approaches to ministries for, with 

and by older people.  The models are illustrated with reference to, and discussion 

of, my primary and secondary research.  I have named each model, listed below, 

using a key word as a spine around which to structure and explore the model. 

 

i. The Intergenerational Model  

ii. The Community Model 

iii. The Individual Model 

iv. The Mission Model 

v. The Christological Model 

 

1.4 Chapter Five – Findings, Conclusions and Recommendations  

 

Chapter Five expresses the models pictorially and summarises their individual 

characteristics and overall unity.  The models’ value for reviewing and developing 

ministries is described and recommendations for further research are made.   

Reflection on the strengths and limitations of the research, and the methods 

used, are considered.  Critical self-reflection is used to analyse my own learning 

and development through the processes of study and writing the thesis. 
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2. Chapter 2 - Research Questions, Hypothesis and Literature Review 

 

Churches and other organisations across denominational and traditional spectrums 

work with and for older people in a range of endeavours that benefit individuals, 

those churches and the communities of which they are a part.  However, I am 

uncertain how much of this work is self-consciously theological.  Therefore, I have 

considered whether older people’s ministries, however defined, are informed by, or 

reviewed and re-worked based on deliberate theological reflection, either 

collectively or individually, or on the basis of a theological anthropology.  I believe 

there is a gap in theological reflection, understanding, and writing about the 

theological nature of ministry for, with and by older people and I want to test this.    

 

Ministry activities of Christians are tangible expressions of the beliefs and priorities 

of people, and the organisations of which they are part.  I asked myself, what 

theologies are implicit in ministries for, with and by older people?  For example, if 

music and service formats are geared towards families and young people, does this 

marginalise or exclude older people?  What would this imply?  Perhaps a subtext, a 

theology, which sees ageing as a process of decline, depreciation and diminishing 

worth.  A more positive example is home visiting to share communion with church 

members who are unwell or housebound.  What does this say theologically?  That 

the recipients are, and remain, valued members of Christ’s body and that churches’ 

exercise of care to their members is reflective of God’s grace towards people.   
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I started to consider how theology and ministry mirror each other and frame 

questions connected to that: 

 

i. Is there a gap in theological reflection and writing upon the 

nature of ministries (however defined) for, with and by, older 

people (however defined)?   

ii. Is ageing regarded amongst Christians as a process of decline 

and ultimately death and, if so, what does this say about the 

Christian theology of resurrection and new life? 

iii. If older people are undervalued or excluded, what does this 

imply (a) about perceptions of God and (b) the ways in which 

ministries for older people are designed and delivered?   

 

Searching key terms including, ‘ageing’, ‘ministries’, ‘older people’ and ‘pastoral 

care’ demonstrated that there is an abundance of ministries concerned with older 

people, and significant volumes of published material, academic and popular, 

connected to these.  My study of the literature, referenced in the Bibliography, does 

not demonstrate that theologies of ministries, for with and by older people (referred 

to in question i, above) are the primary consideration.   The themes that do 

characterise the literature are discussed below:    
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2.1 Theologies of Ageing 

 

Theologies of ageing focus their discussions on the breadth of changes associated 

with getting older in connection with memories, worship and friendships.  

Theologies of ageing are evident in the titles and content of the literature.  For 

example, Finding the way - A Theology of Ageing (Ames, 2012), where Ames 

argues that “A theology of ageing offers an understanding of what it means to grow 

old in the light of belief in God” (Ames, 2012, 2); Valuing Age (Woodward, 2008) 

and Growing Old in Christ (Hauerwas, Stoneking, Meador and Cloutier, 2003).  

 

2.2 Ageing and Health    

 

Closely connected to theologies of ageing is a pronounced focus on health-related 

matters, physical and / or mental, where significant changes, for many people, are 

the embodiment of what it means to be ‘getting old’.  In addition to those texts 

mentioned above, in which health is considered as part of wider discussions, entire 

works are devoted to Mental Health and Spirituality in Later Life (MacKinlay, 2003) 

and Spiritual Growth and Care in the Fourth Age of Life (MacKinlay, 2006).  The 

former is a collection of essays edited by Elizabeth MacKinlay specifically 

considering dementia and depression whilst the latter’s concerns are related to 

frailty and chronic illness.  In their essay on Worship, the Eucharist, Baptism, and 

Aging1 Jones and Jones (2003) discuss questions about how changes in health 

 
1 I have reflected the Americanised spelling of ‘aging’ where this is used in the source.  Elsewhere, the 
Anglicanised ‘ageing’ is used. 
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impinge upon human identity, worship and what it means to belong to a Christian 

community. 

 

2.3 Biblical Perspectives   

 

Systematic and applied approaches are evident, especially in A Practical Theology 

of Aging: Biblical Perspectives for Individuals and the Church (Davies 2008), Biblical 

Perspectives on Ageing: God and the Elderly (Harris, 1987) and Biblical 

Foundations for a Practical Theology of Aging (Klapp, 2003).  Social practices and 

norms from ancient Israel, ideas about bearing the image of God and Biblical 

exemplars from Old and New Testaments are used to position the Bible as wisdom 

and guidance for how people should live as Christian disciples as they get older.  

 

2.4 How-to Guides 

 

The literature is marked by examples of ‘how-to’ approaches.  By ‘how-to’, I mean 

consideration of the effectiveness of practical activities associated with older 

people’s ministries and endorsements of particular approaches.  James Knapp’s2 

The Graying of the Flock: A New Model for Ministry, (Knapp, 2003) was published 

as a book in 2003 and updated as The Graying of the Flock Revisited (Knapp, 

2019) in light of new research, in the Journal of Religion, Spirituality & Aging (May 

2019).   

 
2 Not to be confused with Klapp, referred to above. 
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Knapp’s focus, in 2003 and 2019, is squarely within ‘activity theory’, the notion that 

remaining active in a variety of ways is a factor in ensuring that ageing is a positive 

experience.  Suggestions for activities are themed under the headings of Social, 

Spiritual and Service and include ministries such as offering transport and providing 

sermon recordings.  Likewise, Christian Education for the Spiritual Growth of Senior 

Adults (Bergen, 2003) promotes the benefits of teaching tailored to the 

circumstances of older people and offers subject areas that could provide 

frameworks for this.   

 

2.5 The Gap in Theological Reflection and Understanding 

 

Whilst ministries must be cognisant of the theologies of ageing, health-related 

concerns, Biblical perspectives and practitioners’ how-to guides, all of which are 

valid perspectives for reflecting on being an older person in a Christian context, 

those are not the same as theologies of ministry, which are concerned with how 

ministries are conceptualised and organised in light of belief in God, God’s 

perceived character and older people’s characteristics, potential and needs, that is, 

theological considerations.    

 

None of the four emphases highlighted in my literature review explore theologies of 

ministry as a central theme.  It is not that there are no allusions to matters of 

theological importance, for example, pastoral sensitivity in responding to dementia 

in the design of worship and the space in which it is held (Woodward, 2008, 86-87).  
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However, what ministerial practices say in relation to how older people are 

perceived, treated and cared for and how older people relate to one another and 

across generations, are not rigorously shaped into statements that reflect and 

describe deep theological thought.   There is a gap, I conclude, in theological 

reflection, understanding and writing on the nature of ministries for, with and by 

older people.   

 

The models I articulate chart this under-explored landscape.  My cartographical 

metaphor is deliberate: the fact that land has not been surveyed and mapped does 

not deny the existence of its dimensions, contours and distinguishing features, and 

understanding these nuances is work yet to be done.  Regarding the theologies 

underpinning ministries for, with and by older people my aim is to make them 

intelligible.   

 

This is the start of a process.  It makes a positive contribution to the field and 

provides the basis for later reflection, expansion, refinement and correction.  This is 

an addition to Christian thought about ageing in its widest sense because, 

notwithstanding the value that may derive from the other perspectives set out in the 

literature review, theology should be at the centre of ministries that position 

themselves as Christian.  
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3. Chapter Three - Research Processes 

 

I decided that primary qualitative research would be the best way to gather insight 

and opinions about ministries for, with and by older people.  I worked with six 

organisations (profiled below) all of which have a specific interest in older people 

and that are diverse in their interests and activities, for example, training for and 

provision of chaplaincy services, writing about older people’s perspectives and 

experiences, sharing information and best practice about older people’s ministries 

and running retirement communities.  (Two further organisations were approached; 

one agreed to take part and changed their mind, and the eighth organisation did not 

reply.)  The mosaic of emphases and priorities is a strength of the research and 

lends itself to critical and comparative consideration of the theologies that inform 

and underpin these organisations’ work.  The organisations and the respondents’ 

names and job titles are below:   

 

i. Faith in Later Life (Carl Knightly, Director) 

ii. Anna Chaplaincy (Debbie Thrower, Pioneer) 

iii. Pilgrim Society (Louise Morse, Media and Communications Manager)  

iv. Body Mind Spirit Partnership (Jo Bagby, Community Regeneration 

Consultant) 

v. Faith in Older People (Maureen O’Neill, Director) 

vi. Christians on Ageing (John Lansley, Editor, Plus Magazine). 
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The six organisations are ecumenical, inasmuch as they work cross-

denominationally, although the Body Mind Spirit Partnership is anchored within the 

Church of England and Faith in Older People is both ecumenical and inter-faith. 

 

3.1 Organisational Profiles  

 

3.1.1 Faith in Later Life 

 

Faith in Later Life is a network for older people.  It was launched in 2017 under the 

sponsorship of other organisations including the Salvation Army, London City 

Mission and the Pilgrims’ Friend Society.  Its existence is a response to the realities 

of an ageing population in the UK and its purposes include: 

 

• Inspiring and equipping Christians and churches to reach, serve and 

empower older people in every community 

• To change the societal narrative to reflect kingdom values and 

• To reach, serve and empower older Christians. 
 

(C. Knightly, Interview, February 8, 2019). 
 

 

Faith in Later Life takes inspiration from Psalm 92.14 which refers to a fruitfulness 

and vitality extending into later life.  It is characterised by a diverse approach to 

working with older people, in recognition that no one size fits all.  Therefore, it 

signposts people to a wide variety of local activities, provides resources for 
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churches, to support their work with and for older people, and develops Church 

Champions as local leaders in this field.  Its work is promoted and explained 

through its website https://faithinlaterlife.org/. 

 

I interviewed Faith in Later Life’s Director, Carl Knightly, via Skype on Friday 8 

February 2019. 

 

3.1.2 Anna Chaplaincy  

Anna Chaplaincy is a community-based chaplaincy providing local services to older 

people, through trained and authorised chaplains.  It has been in existence since 

2009 and has its roots in work connected to the Anglican Methodist Covenant.  

Since 2014 it has operated and developed under the auspices of the Bible Reading 

Fellowship.  There are approximately 80 authorised Anna Chaplains, a number that 

is growing, as the model is rolled out with local partners.  In summary, its purposes 

are: 

• Offering spiritual support to older people who are living in care homes and 

sheltered housing complexes, their relatives and staff who look after them 

and 

• Promoting the spiritual welfare of older people in the wider community, 

particularly those facing challenges living independently. 

(D. Thrower, Interview, February 11, 2019). 
 

https://faithinlaterlife.org/
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These are taken forward through training, resourcing and conferencing to nurture 

growth and ensure that professional standards of chaplaincy are upheld.  Its work is 

promoted and explained through its website https://www.annachaplaincy.org.uk/.  

 

I interviewed Anna Chaplaincy’s Pioneer (and senior member of staff) Debbie 

Thrower, by telephone, on Monday 11 February 2019. 

 

3.1.3 Pilgrims’ Friend Society 

 

Pilgrims’ Friend Society is a provider of retirement homes, and complementary 

services, for Christians.  The society has a long history, dating back to 1807.  Its 

activities have evolved with changing circumstances moving from direct assistance 

with daily needs, in the days before statutory social security and a National Health 

Service, to support with accommodation, to direct provision.  Increasingly, the 

society is engaging in wraparound services that go beyond a roof over someone’s 

head and include counselling and well-being initiatives.    

 

The society’s core purpose has not changed since its inception and it is still engaged 

in “Relief and spiritual support of needy elderly Christians” (L. Morse, Interview,  

February 20, 2019), although a slightly modernised rendering of this was expressed 

in my interview as “We enable older people to flourish as God intended through our 

care homes, residential housing and support for churches and communities”          

https://www.annachaplaincy.org.uk/
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(L. Morse, Interview,  February 20, 2019).  Its work is promoted and explained 

through its website https://www.pilgrimsfriend.org.uk/. 

 

I interviewed Louise Morse, the society’s Media and Communications Manager, by 

telephone, on Wednesday 20 February 2019. 

 

3.1.4 Body Mind Spirit Partnership 

 

Body Mind Spirit is a partnership of church-based organisations in Birmingham.  The 

partnership is facilitated by the Diocese of Birmingham, although not all the partner 

churches are Anglican.  The partnership’s evolution is closely connected to the 

policies of Birmingham City Council which, since the 1980s, had funded a broad 

range of activities some of which straddled a boundary between voluntarism and 

professional Day Care.   

 

In 2010, a review of this arrangement clarified the distinction and churches are no 

longer providers of Day Care.  However, the City and the Diocese recognised a 

potential role for churches as delivery partners, tapping into their passion for older 

people and their local connectedness to facilitate welcome and well-being.  For its 

part, the Diocese was keen to ensure the voice of faith was not lost and the 

partnership occupies this space. 

https://www.pilgrimsfriend.org.uk/
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The partnership’s purpose relates to older adults, “to improve their quality of life and 

wellbeing and their connections within their communities” (J. Bagby, Interview, 

February 25, 2019).and it works collaboratively with its 26 delivery partners, the City, 

the Diocese and the Church Urban Fund, to nurture capacity that will achieve the 

purpose.  Its work is promoted and explained through its website which also includes 

a summary of each delivery partner’s work https://bodymindspiritpartnership.org.uk/.   

 

I interviewed Jo Bagby, Community Regeneration Consultant, by telephone, on 

Monday, 25 February 2019. 

 

3.1.5 Faith in Older People 

 

Faith in Older People was established in 2007.  Its purpose is to enable a better 

understanding of the spiritual dimension to the well-being of older people.  It works 

with churches and other organisations, including health and care providers, to 

increase their knowledge of dementia, end of life and loneliness in order to underpin 

their ministry in terms of pastoral support and worship.   

 

The ‘better understanding’ is disseminated through workshops addressing issues 

such as spiritual care in care homes and inclusive care.  Faith in Older People is not 

exclusively Christian, and this is reflected in working alongside other faiths in the 

https://bodymindspiritpartnership.org.uk/
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provision of training to support its goals.  Its work is promoted and explained through 

its website www.faithinolderpeople.org.uk. 

 

I interviewed Maureen O’Neil, Director, by telephone, on Tuesday, 25 February 

2019. 

 

3.1.6 Christians on Ageing  

 

Christians on Ageing (formerly the Christian Council on Ageing) was established in 

the late 1980s by Mannes Tidmarsh, a Roman Catholic layperson who was 

motivated to “to stir up churches to do more for older members” (J. Lansley, 

Interview, March 7, 2019).  He was supported by Albert Jewell, a Methodist, and the 

ecumenical character of Christians on Ageing has persisted throughout its history. 

 

Christians on Ageing has a subscribing membership of approximately 250 people 

and is organised under an eight-person committee.  It engages in a range of 

activities underpinned by the purpose of being “a resource for the churches” (J. 

Lansley, Interview, March 7, 2019).  The activities include publishing through a 

quarterly magazine call Plus, providing speakers at events, supporting a specialist 

dementia group and an annual conference. 

http://www.faithinolderpeople.org.uk/
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Its work is promoted and explained through its website 

https://christiansonageing.org.uk/.  

  

I interviewed John Lansley, editor of the organisation’s Plus magazine, in a personal 

meeting on Thursday, 7 March 2019. 

 

3.2 Rationale for Research Processes 

 

Taking account of the total time available to complete the project I decided to 

conduct my primary research with organisations and their representatives, rather 

than speaking directly with older people on an individual or group basis.  The 

practicalities associated with working directly with individuals, including recruitment 

of volunteers, establishing focus groups (or similar) and, potentially, individuals’ 

vulnerabilities, were not feasible within the overall timescale of the project, bearing 

in mind that my studies were being completed alongside a full-time management 

position. 

 

My approach does recognise the experience and expertise located within the 

organisations willing to facilitate my research and that were able to do so within the 

timescales to which I was working.  Observations I have made as a Church of 

England Minister and volunteer chaplain with the NHS have also informed my work 

and, where necessary, I have made anonymised references to these.  Reading 

https://christiansonageing.org.uk/
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widely has complemented my primary research and enabled me to engage with a 

broad range of perspectives relevant to ministries for, with and by older people.  My 

research explicitly does not preclude the possibility of building on this thesis and 

carrying out research using a wider range of methods to test, refine and develop the 

models.  This potential is considered in Chapter 5. 

 

I designed a questionnaire (Appendix One) as a means of opening discussions 

connected to questions (i), (ii), and (iii), set out in Chapter 2, and about the six 

ministries, to elicit the expertise and experience the respondents could provide.  

The notes from the interviews are at Appendix Two.   My proposed approach was 

considered by the University of Chester’s Ethics Committee and approved on 16 

January 2019 – see Appendix Three.   

 

Interviews took place in February and March 2019, four by telephone, one via 

Skype and one face-to-face.  Participants received comprehensive information 

about the project, including a point of contact in the event of any complaint 

(Appendix 4) and they provided a written consent confirming their willingness to 

participate (Appendix 5).  My purpose in carrying out the research and the 

subsequent analysis of the data it generated was to develop models that provide 

insight into the theologies underpinning ministries for, with and by older people.   
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3.3 Development and Use of Models 

 

The development and use of models are well-established in the social sciences, 

including theology.  Models serve a theoretical function by “describing or 

conceptualising a subject” (Woodward, 2008, 122).  They “give a particular 

emphasis, enabling one to notice and interpret certain aspects of experience” 

(Barbour, 1974, 16).  Therefore, I am using first-hand material in dialogue with my 

secondary sources, to describe and conceptualise theologies of ministries for, with 

and by older people. 

 

The models are not mutually exclusive and there are overlaps, but they illuminate 

different aspects of a broad landscape; they inform and qualify each other (Dulles, 

1983, 30).  The models also offer explanations of the present and can be refined 

and tested to establish their “projection to other contexts or situations” (Sim, 1998, 

350).  Therefore, I am using models to inform, qualify and illuminate, to explain the 

present and to facilitate their use in other contexts and situations.  

 

Models do not exist independently of the person (or people) who articulate them.  

They are the corollary of analysed research and related factors, including the 

disposition of the researcher(s) and their wider body of knowledge and 

understanding.  Three critical elements underpin my research and feed into the 

models I have developed: 
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i. Explicability 

 

Thought and practice can be systematised, patterns and contours can be 

discerned, and this work benefits the development of understanding.  As 

Browning recognises “all our practices, even our religious practices have 

theories behind and within them” (Browning, 1983, 6).  Models are not the 

definitive word on any subject, and, conscious of this, I am using them as 

explanatory tools and a means of generating further discussion and insight. 

   

ii. Understanding and Interpretation 

 

Recognising that human beings are “interpretive creatures” (Swinton and 

Mowat, 2006, 29), who try to make sense of the world, researchers immerse 

themselves into the data that is generated through their work.  My note-

making, thinking and analytical writing demonstrate deep reflection on the 

messages the interviewees conveyed, facilitating the formation of the models 

that I put forward in relation to theologies of ministry for, with and by older 

people.   

 

iii. Complexification 

 

Swinton and Mowat describe the exploration and analysis of issues through 

qualitative research, as ‘complexification’ (Swinton and Mowat, 2006, 36), 
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wherein it is recognised that people, situations and organisations are multi-

faceted.  The model-making I have undertaken exemplifies disaggregating 

the constituent parts of situations (the ministries) then analysing the themes, 

patterns and relationships between them.  This is similar to taking the pieces 

of a jigsaw and painstakingly producing coherence, through discernment of 

the elements that make up the whole, identifying structure, commonality and 

divergence.   

 

3.4 Practical Theology 

 

My research processes and the models I have developed are exercises in, and 

examples of, Practical Theology.  Woodward recognises the nature of theology as a 

practical discipline because “within the richness and diversity of experience we live 

and practise our faith” (Woodward, 2008, xi).  My starting point is firmly located 

within the experiences of the organisations with whom I carried out my research and 

the experiences of older people on which they reflect. 

 

This is not to dismiss systematic and applied approaches to theology, but beginning 

with experience provides the platform from which critical exploration and dialogue 

with those other approaches can flow, recognising that “human experience is a 

place where the gospel is grounded, embodied, interpreted and lived out” (Swinton 

and Mowat, 2006, 5).  Critical exploration is theological, not merely cataloguing 
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observations or opinions, rather it is the locus where God and God’s actions may be 

discerned and is central to the formation of the models that I have developed. 

 

Regarding experience as the starting point raises a fundamental question about 

theologies of ministries for, with and by older people which is a central consideration 

of the models I have developed: are ministries provided for older people to 

consume, or do older people bring themselves and their experiences to shape and 

own the ministries?  The implications of the different approaches are important and 

provide commentary on different theological positions regarding the value of older 

people and their roles in Christian ministries. 

    

3.5 Self-awareness and reflexivity 

 

I have asserted that models do not exist independently of the person who 

articulates them and that human beings are interpretive, seeking understanding and 

meaning about the situations they experience in their lives.  Reflexivity 

acknowledges that researchers “influence and are influenced by the process of 

engaging in research, … [it] recognises this reciprocal relationship and seeks to 

make it explicit” (Northway, 2000, 392).  As the researcher and author of the thesis I 

am an integral part of the project, my presuppositions and interests are material 

factors in the process of gathering and analysing data to form my conclusions.   
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I am working from a self-consciously Christian perspective and specifically identify 

with evangelicalism.  Integral to my faith is the belief that all Christians, regardless 

of age, are of equal worth in the Body of Christ.  The value of their gifts, 

experiences and circumstances do not diminish as they get older but should be 

cultivated and treasured so that churches’ and other organisations’ ministries for, 

with and by older people express this parity.   

 

Connected to this belief, my intuition is that the understanding of ‘older’, especially 

as applied to people, is deeply influenced by the societal embrace of modernity.  

Disposability is pervasive and modernity relies upon notions of continuous 

improvement which must surpass, or in some cases, denigrate the past, in order to 

be understood as progress.  This mindset easily permeates Christians’ thinking in 

relation to ministries which must be conspicuously relevant, modern and youth-

oriented and this can reinforce the perceived diminishing value of people as they 

become older. 

     

Throughout my research and writing I have maintained an awareness of the strong 

feelings I bring to this subject.  The reality is unlikely to be as cut-and-dried as I 

have described above, and my research has provided evidence that there is a 

corpus of thought and action that sees the getting older as a gift for the individual 

and to the church in ways that are consistent with my own ideals.  Maintaining this 

level of critical self-reflection is important for the integrity of my research and 

ensuring that the process is developmental in how, as a Church of England 
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minister, I think about, relate to, and facilitate ministries for, with and by older 

people.  

 

Of equal importance in completing the project has been my systematic and realistic 

approach to managing time and other resources.  From the outset I was very clear 

what I wanted to do: to search for theologies inherent in ministries, for with and by 

older people; to articulate those theologies through models that will enable other 

researchers and practitioners to see the theologies at work in ministries; and for the 

models themselves to become available for review and debate, to advance overall 

thinking and scholarship in this field.  I do not make qualitative judgements about 

the ministries which I have researched, so whilst the models may affect the way 

ministries are designed and delivered going forward, that is for others to decide.  

 

To this end, I devised clear questions, engaged sensitively and patiently with the 

interviewees and made and kept thorough notes.  I was methodical in sifting, 

reading, reflecting and re-reading, and analysing my primary and secondary 

sources.  This was labour-intensive and required steady focus to allow my thoughts 

to percolate and form the models which I have developed.  The work has drawn on 

skills and experiences I have acquired in paid roles, including project management, 

audit and quality assurance.  I have also utilised softer skills associated with 

working with people, gained as a manager and in church settings, including pastoral 

work and leading home groups.  A timeline of the process I have followed is 

attached at Appendix 6. 
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In summary, and with reference to a chaplaincy case study in Practical Theology 

and Qualitative Research, the methods used in my research processes “have 

worked together to provide a reflective context within which theological reflection 

[has been] done clearly and effectively”. (Swinton and Mowat, 2006, 191).   
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4. Chapter Four - Data Analysis 

 

4.1 Introduction and Definitions 

 

From the sense of ministry being about anyone carrying out a function of service, to 

occupational implications for people appointed to ‘the ministry’, to highly organised 

enterprises that develop and coordinate activities, ‘ministries’ has a range of 

meanings.  It is important to be precise when discussing ‘ministries for, with and by 

older people’: precise enough to provide a framework for meaningful discussion of 

the data under consideration and ensure fruitful engagement with that material.   

 

The definition I am working with is not comprehensive or applicable to every use of 

the term ‘ministries’ but defines the landscape within which my discussions have 

taken place, taking account of the organisations who have been generous enough 

to share their expertise and experiences. 

 

Additionally, the organisations with whom I have conducted my research are multi-

faceted.  They carry out, firstly, strategic roles, in which they think about what it 

means to be an older person in the light of Christian faith (without assuming or 

requiring that everyone else has a Christian faith); secondly, influencing behaviours 

within and beyond their own organisations; and thirdly, attending practically to the 
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complex questions, needs and opportunities arising from the preceding two aspects.  

Ministries for, with and by older people is defined as: 

Thinking, influencing and acting from a Christian perspective,  

in relation to older people, or by older people. 

 

The six organisations are extremely diverse, but all are ‘ministries’ within the 

definition I have adopted.   

 

Similarly, ‘older people’ is not an easy term to define.  It is culturally and historically 

specific: where life expectancy is relatively short the onset of ‘old age’ is sooner 

than in contexts where longevity is normal.  I am working within and writing from a 

United Kingdom context and my field work has engaged with organisations based in 

the UK (five in England and one in Scotland) a country with high life expectancy and 

an ageing population i.e. the proportion of people who may be considered as older 

or very old is growing, and there are ministerial implications arising from these 

demographic realities.3 4  

 
3 The Office for National Statistics state that life expectancy for births between 2015-20170 in the UK is 
79.2 years for males and 82.9 years for females 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/lifeexpectancies/bullet
ins/nationallifetablesunitedkingdom/2015to2017 (retrieved 9 September 2019) 
4 The population is getting older and the cohort of very old people is significant - The UK population is 
ageing – around 18.2% of the UK population were aged 65 years or over at mid-2017, compared with 
15.9% in 2007; this is projected to grow to 20.7% by 2027.  
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/artic
les/overviewoftheukpopulation/november2018 (retrieved 9 September 2019) 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/lifeexpectancies/bulletins/nationallifetablesunitedkingdom/2015to2017
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/lifeexpectancies/bulletins/nationallifetablesunitedkingdom/2015to2017
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/articles/overviewoftheukpopulation/november2018
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/articles/overviewoftheukpopulation/november2018
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For the purposes of considering models of theology underpinning ministries for, with 

and by older people, is someone ‘older’ at 60?  Or 80?  Is being an ‘older person’ 

defined by chronological age or health or employment / retirement status?  Or is 

‘older’ self-defined?  For official purposes, the National Health Service5 and the 

Office for National Statistics6 both recognise 65 years as a demarcation in 

separating people who are considered older from those who are not.  Although it is 

imperfect, I accept it as a reasonable approximation of when old age begins, but do 

not apply it so rigidly as to be restrictive.  Therefore, the definition I adopt below 

refers to people in their sixties and above.    

 

Regardless of when, in chronological terms, an individual is considered an older 

person, older people are not a homogenous or static group.  The diversity that 

characterises people in their thirties or forties prevails; different interests, 

aspirations, levels of fitness and health, occupations or degrees of retirement, all 

make defining someone based on chronological age of limited use.  Similarly, 

people continue to change as they get older: a 70-year-old runner may lose interest 

in physical exercise by the time they are 80; another person may continue running a 

business until they are 90.  There is so much variability that definitions themselves 

must respect the breadth and multi-faceted nature of what it means to be older, and 

to be getting older, and have an appropriate elasticity.   

 
5 https://www.england.nhs.uk/ourwork/clinical-policy/older-people/improving-care-for-older-people/ 
(retrieved 9 September 2019)  
6 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/artic
les/overviewoftheukpopulation/november2018 (retrieved 9 September 2019) 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/ourwork/clinical-policy/older-people/improving-care-for-older-people/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/articles/overviewoftheukpopulation/november2018
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/articles/overviewoftheukpopulation/november2018
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Negative definitions are unhelpful.  If to be old is to be ill, this determinism 

dramatically reduces the chances of nurturing fulfilling experiences of old age.  In 

contrast, if getting older is equated with satisfaction, a good legacy and wisdom, 

then it is a very attractive concept.  Based on these chronological and social 

considerations I have developed a positive definition that dovetails with definition of 

ministries for, with and by older people.  Older people are:  

Individuals or groups of people, in their sixties or above,  

who participate in, benefit from or provide the ministries. 

 

This deliberately places identification (or not) as an older person within the gift of 

the individual.  It minimises the problematic setting of a very hard boundary such as 

being 65 and above, being retired, or experiencing poor health.  It opens a broad 

and unbureaucratic horizon for the five models of theology that I have developed 

predicating them on a belief that being and becoming an older person can be 

spiritually rich, rewarding and fulfilling. 

 

I adopt a common format for discussing each model, identifying characteristics that 

frame it and elucidating these with reference to the primary and secondary sources 

that have been introduced in the preceding chapters. 
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4.2 The Intergenerational Model 

 

The Intergenerational Model maps ideas related to mutuality and interdependence 

in which discipleship is for people of all ages.  Older people’s contribution to 

intergenerational discipleship, as lifelong learners and teachers, and as transmitters 

of wisdom, example and traditions, are recognised.  Tensions with modernity and 

issues of parity and power are considered.  The Intergenerational Model lays a 

foundation for discussion of the other models.   

 

4.2.1 Characteristics of the Intergenerational Model  

 

A. Lifelong Discipleship  

 

Albert Jewell argues that, “We have gone from wrongly speaking of children as ‘the 

church of tomorrow’ to equally wrongly implying that older people are, in effect, the 

church of yesteryear” (Jewell, 2009, 4).  A failure to recognise discipleship as 

lifelong and spanning all generations has potential to stigmatise “‘older adults’ [as] 

somebody ‘over there’ to whom ‘we’ must minister and for whom ‘we’ must figure 

out programmes” (Sapp, 2003, 11), as though older people were an adjunct to, 

rather than an integral part of, the church.  Ministries, including the work of 

churches, are places of discipleship, in which believers and potential believers can 

consider and practice what it means to be a follower of Christ. 
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Debbie Thrower’s observation that “discipleship is long-haul, lifelong” (D. Thrower, 

Interview, February 11, 2019) was made in the context of a discussion about the 

increasing numbers of old people – both absolute and as a proportion of the whole 

– in UK society.  Lifelong discipleship is fundamental to the Intergenerational Model: 

there is no upper or lower age limit on who can be a disciple, discipleship does not 

stop or taper off as one becomes older.  It is, therefore, a unifying concept that 

binds people across generations into relationships with each other in pursuit of the 

Christian character that marks disciples.  Implications of this principle are 

considered below. 

   

B. Equal Worth 

 

Closely connected with discipleship embracing people of all ages is the concept of 

equality between ages.  Faith in Later Life positions itself as a one-stop shop and a 

network for older people and faith-related matters, whether someone is looking for a 

local activity or searching for resources to inform a church’s approach to working 

with older people.  Conspicuously positioning older people as important, as Faith in 

Later Life is committed to, goes some way to counter what Debbie Thrower 

perceives to be a fixation with younger people (D. Thrower, Interview, February 11, 

2019).   

 

Initiatives such as Faith in Later Life are not a denigration of younger people, but 

they embody Carl Knightly’s assertion that a corollary of raising the status and 
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profile of older people will be that “church will look different” (C. Knightly, Interview, 

February 8, 2019).  This echoes the sentiments of 1 Corinthians 12 where Paul 

teaches a Christian community to use its God-given gifts, none of which are said to 

be age-dependent, in the context of the interdependence of its members.  Only 

where there are weaker members – age-related frailty would certainly qualify – is 

there to be any special honour afforded. 

 

C. Unique Perspectives  

 

Building on ideas of lifelong discipleship and equal worth, the Intergenerational 

Model recognises that older people, by virtue of their life experience, have unique 

potential for making meaningful contributions to communities composed of all ages.  

Faith in Later Life “recognises the benefits and blessings of older people” (C. 

Knightly, Interview, February 8, 2019) but the realisation of these is inhibited 

because, according to Louise Morse of Pilgrims’ Friend, whilst “older people have a 

distinct role and attributes … ageism is a real constraint” (L. Morse, Interview,  

February 20, 2019). 

 

‘Benefits and blessings’ include a sense of perspective that understands the 

seasonal nature of human life, its ebbs and flows, joys and heartbreaks, and 

regards these from a vantage that stands back and places the immediate in its 

wider and longer context.  To do so is not something private and unconnected to 

other generations’ concerns but reflects what Harris recognises in Biblical and 
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ancient cultures as succeeding generations ensuring success “by learning the 

secrets of the elders and imitating their ways … to encourage generational growth 

and interdependence” (Harris, 1987, 40).   

 

Older people, therefore, are teachers – formally or informally.  “They contain a 

church’s and community’s corporate memory … unique insights into buildings and 

people (Woodward, 2008, 87) and the Intergenerational Model recognises these 

perspectives are essential for the rounded development of ministries for, with and 

by older people.   Since younger people who are involved in ministries for, with and 

by older people “will reflect on their own ageing too” (D. Thrower, Interview, 

February 11, 2019) the intergenerational dimension has potential to be a virtuous 

circle.  

 

Both Old and New Testaments venerate older people, with specific stories 

demonstrating their importance and from which some principles can be transferred 

to other contexts.  Luke’s Gospel makes much of the ages of Zechariah and 

Elizabeth, the parents of John the Baptist (Luke 1.7), Simeon (Luke 2.25-35) and 

Anna (Luke 2.36-38), older people who anticipated and spoke about the 

significance of Jesus’ birth.  That Luke is so deliberate in positioning these 

characters at the start of his gospel indicates that ‘old’ does not equate to 

redundant.  In fact, it is the old, the faithful, the devout, who announce the 

Messiah’s birth and ministry: the old are the heralds of the new (Harris, 1987, 79). 
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Elsewhere, Joel, subsequently referenced by Peter foresees intergenerational 

charismatic ministry characterising people who are open to the working of God's 

Spirit, “young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream dreams" (Acts 

2:17, quoting Joel 2:28).  Paul’s letter to Titus requires older people to be exemplars 

of Christian faith and its outworking (Titus 2.2-8), and 1 Timothy 5 spells out the 

intergenerational obligations of families and church members.   Therefore, Gorman 

argues, that older people “are our prophets, they remind us that what we see so 

clearly in them is a process in which we all share” (Gorman, 2003, 88-89) and the 

Intergenerational Model gives weight to this reality.  

 

The Intergenerational Model recognises that perceiving oneself as capable of 

learning, and continuing to learn, are positive and that “education has health, social, 

individual and economic benefits” (Woodward, 2008, 135).  Learning is not 

restricted to schooling or acquiring occupational skills and becoming older provides 

a valuable opportunity to “attend to this [spiritual] dimension of our life” (Woodward, 

2008, 75).  Learning is reciprocal, done together, across generations, old from 

young and vice versa, and it nurtures confidence to express agency and be 

engaged in society. 

 

Embodiment of these features can be seen in Pilgrims’ Friend’s Brain and Soul 

Boosting resources that encourage engagement and participation by older people in 

learning, rather than being talked at, (L. Morse, Interview, February 20, 2019) and 

Anna Chaplaincy’s Wisdom Project, (D. Thrower, Interview, February 11, 2019) 
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where students engage with older people through photography.   These initiatives 

are predicated on the capacity of older people to teach and to be learners, through 

a variety of means.   The reciprocity is evidenced by Debbie Thrower’s observation 

that “I receive far more than I give” (D. Thrower, Interview, February 11, 2019) 

through the projects and interactions to which they lead, emphasising that 

intergenerational benefits flow up and down the age scale.  

 

The Intergenerational Model presents an ideal which is out of kilter with modernity.  

MacIntyre explores the ways in which modernity undermines the roles of older 

people by taking away their function as transmitters of culture (MacIntyre, 1977, 

203).  In this situation the wisdom of older people “is absent from our lives largely 

because we no longer believe it exists” (Shuman, 2003, 161).   Consequently, 

instead of getting older being a progression towards the pinnacle of a life lived and 

recognising someone as a repository of wisdom to be shared, it can become 

associated with being dated and obsolete. 

 

D. Parity of Power  

 

I have discussed the Equal Worth of people and their gifts.  Parity of Power is about 

how that is affirmed or contradicted in practice.  The Intergenerational Model draws 

attention to questions of power in relation to ministries for, with and by older people: 

who has it and how do they use it?  Ministry settings are sites of political power 
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relationships and the extent to which ministries enfranchise or exclude older people 

is deeply theological.    

 

For example, in June 2019, in my role as a chaplaincy volunteer, I met Iris Dayton 

(name changed for privacy), a lady in her eighties.  Iris was disappointed that her 

local Anglican church had closed, being merged into the neighbouring parish to 

form one viable congregation.  Closure had an emotional impact on Iris.  The place 

where she had married, had her children baptised and held her husband’s funeral is 

now new housing and the viable congregation that is half a mile away holds no 

appeal for her, because she has no connection to it or the building where it meets.  

Whilst loss-making churches with unsustainable overheads cannot be ignored Iris’s 

concerns were not about balance sheets but about power.  An anonymous system 

made a decision which affected her deeply, but in which she had no say.     

 

The changing nature of power relationships in Christian ministries was also 

considered in my discussion with John Lansley, of Christians on Ageing (also 

Senior Fellow at the Centre for Lifelong Learning, University of Liverpool).  He 

contrasted the traditional status afforded to older people i.e. the embodiment of 

wisdom, economically powerful and the objects of affection, with a perception where 

wisdom has been eclipsed by modernity, economic value is attached to one’s 

capacity as a consumer in the marketplace and, sometimes, people are perceived 

as inconvenient or embarrassing (J. Lansley, Interview, March 7, 2019). 
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The dilution of older people’s power is illustrated with reference to the concept of all 

age-age worship.  Lansley argues that all-age formats frequently “exclude older 

people, or they spectate (J. Lansley, Interview, March 7, 2019).  Pressing the issue 

further, Jewell finds that, despite its inclusive ring, older people “can feel 

marginalised.  They have much to contribute but often little opportunity to do so” 

(Jewell, A. 2009, 29).  Jewell’s language is telling, contrasting ‘much’ and ‘little’, 

illustrating the undervaluing of people and experiences that could contribute 

positively to intergenerational parity.   

 

Besides questions relating to ‘all-age’, there are situations where churches are 

effectively segmented by age.  In the Diocese of Chester, in which I work, I am 

aware of churches where traditional and quieter Sunday services are at the very 

beginning or end of the day, whilst prime time slots are allocated to family services.  

It is difficult not to infer a hierarchy of importance in these arrangements.   

 

Decisions about the sustainability of congregations, design and accessibility of 

buildings, musical and liturgical styles, timings of meetings, or responding to the 

needs of people with dementia are issues of power.  For example, Woodward cites 

one family’s withdrawal from church worship because of “the embarrassment and 

awkwardness as the illness [my husband’s dementia] has advanced” (Woodward, 

2008, 85).  The decisions made, including those of some people to feel they must 

withdraw from worship, narrate a theology of power.  Depending how that power is 

used, and as referenced in question (iii) in the introduction to Chapter Two, if older 
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people are undervalued or excluded this imputes characteristics to God that may be 

at odds with scripture or Christian tradition and which will express themselves in the 

ways ministries for older people are designed and delivered, creating a disparity 

that is at odds with the characteristics of the Intergenerational Model.   

 

The Intergenerational Model recognises that issues of power must be explicitly 

considered in the development and provision of ministries for, with and by older 

people.  An inherent risk in the ‘how-to’ approaches, referred to in the literature 

review, is that ministries from one context are uncritically adopted in another, 

without an appropriate level of engagement or ownership, because the power over it 

has been taken by, or ceded to, another ministry or organisation.   

 

Decisions made by dedicated older people’s workers or ministers, by church 

leadership teams or by committees may be ‘good’, insofar as they lead to well-

organised programmes and activities, but, to frame this within the context of ‘for, 

with and by’, it matters who makes those decisions: are they taken on behalf of 

older people, or ‘with’ older people in a partnership of stakeholders, or, are there 

circumstances where older people can own and provide the ministries they want 

and need?  The model does not infer there can be no differentiation between 

provision for groups of people – young, old, families - but suggests that parity of 

status should be embraced and embedded into decision-making, programming, 

budgeting, staffing and building design if being intergenerational is to be embodied. 

 



 
 Assessment Number J36095 

39 
 

Jo Bagby, of the Birmingham-based Body Mind Spirit Partnership, expressed the 

significance of power issues in and through work of the partnership.  Of the six 

organisations I consulted this is the only one that is significantly reliant on public 

sector funding.  This creates an interface with the thinking and language of the 

sector, which is instructive for the consideration of power dynamics in relation to 

ministries for, with and by older people.   

 

Specifically, Jo Bagby emphasised that, “We work with local partners who host and 

enable local activities run by and for local people across the city” (J. Bagby, 

Interview, February 25, 2019).  The partners are churches and the resources of the 

partnership are deployed to facilitate local initiatives, tailored to local needs.  Whilst 

there are developmental needs, for which the partnership employs a facilitator, the 

aim is to maximise local control, and this is evidenced in the language with which Jo 

Bagby described the partnership’s work. 

 

The balance of power is expressed by the fact that the partnership “wants to be 

invited in, not imposed” (J. Bagby, Interview, February 25, 2019).  The approach is 

moving away from partners ‘doing for’ the people who attend activities, which was a 

focus in the past.  As the partnership’s work has evolved the emphasis has moved 

towards partners enabling people to make connections and facilitating well-being 

through that connectedness.  Therefore, the partnership provides a focus for the 

development of community assets: older people are not a problem to be solved but 

assets to be developed.   
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A parallel with the ‘for, with and by’ framework I am using is evident in the 

partnership’s concern that its facilitation leads to members’ work being distinguished 

by ‘doing with’ local people, and ‘enabling by’ local people.  In what was described 

as the “threads of a faith journey” (J. Bagby, Interview, February 25, 2019) older 

people become trainers, for example in groups discussing, What is independence? 

and partners’ work is marked by high levels of participation, because everyone’s 

contribution is encouraged.  The groups are characterised by their mutuality and the 

increases in capacity they generate contribute to sustainability. 

 

Of central importance is not whether a specific partner hosts a lunch club vis-à-vis a 

physical exercise activities, but how power is distributed across the group and, 

consequentially, how this plays out in the setting of priorities and the making of 

decisions.  In terms of the Intergenerational Model the partnership presents an 

example of older people being enabled to lead and develop initiatives reflecting their 

priorities rather than according to what has always been done or an externally 

determined agenda.  

 

4.2.2 Conclusion – The Intergenerational Model  

 

Woodward writes that a “spiritually mature church [equally, a ministry] might usefully 

describe itself as an intergenerational community where the distinctive contribution 

of older people is integrated and valued.  (Woodward, 2008, 12-13).  The 

Intergenerational Model paints a picture of ministries for, with and by older people 
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that are defined by an understanding that all Christian people, regardless of age, 

are disciples and are bound into a common and lifelong process.   

 

Within this, all are equal, but not identical and, therefore, older people’s unique 

perspectives must be recognised and afforded a power that is not marred by a sub-

text of being outdated or less than other groups.   Carl Knightly describes one of 

Faith in Later Life’s aims as being “to change the societal narrative to reflect 

kingdom values” (C. Knightly, Interview, February 8, 2019).  Taking account of the 

Intergenerational Model in the development of ministries for, with and by older 

people will support this ambition. 
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4.3 The Communities Model 

 

The Communities Model maps ideas relating to the communal nature of ageing, that 

one gets older together with other people who are getting older.  This common 

experience creates resources to sustain that journey, through participation in 

communities that nourish their members in all aspects of life and especially in the 

understanding and practice of faith.   

 

4.3.1 Characteristics of the Communities Model 

 

A. Older Together  

 

Harris, Lampe and Chaffin describe ageing as cyclical regeneration in which “The 

community grows old and replenishes itself with new life as one generation treads in 

its predecessors’ footsteps. (Harris, Lampe and Chaffin, 2003, 113-114).   Getting 

older is characterised by ongoing changes, both opportunities and challenges.   

 

In relation to occupational change Jewell notes that the “protestant work ethic has 

tended to leave older people feeling that they have little or no value once they can 

no longer do as they once did, and consequently they can feel quite marginalised” 

(Jewell, A. 2009, 11).  Whilst retirement, or degrees of retirement, affect people in 

different ways Jewell’s central point about a changing sense of one’s value is 

pertinent to the idea of getting older together.  Ministries for, with and by older 
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people can, and should, be understood with reference to how they take account of, 

and engage with, the communal aspects of being and becoming older. 

 

All of the organisations that I consulted embody this relational dynamic to some 

degree, because they bring people together, but it is especially evident in the 

Activity Directory hosted on the Faith in Later Life website which provides a 

searchable database (Faith in Later Life, 2019, website) so that people can identify 

local activities in which they may be interested.  More important than the specific 

activities that someone may access in their locality is the underpinning theology 

which affirms the inherent togetherness of ageing, that it is best shared, and the 

Activity Directory is one means of working towards this end. 

 

Journeying together is central to the ethos, and the name of Pilgrims’ Friend, whose 

Christian retirement homes “nurture a sense of holy friendship” (L. Morse, Interview, 

February 20, 2019).  The understanding on which the ministry is predicated is that 

Christian values cultivate communities in which life in all its aspects is shared for the 

enrichment and enjoyment of all.  The enrichment and enjoyment are not saccharin 

pleasantness but a means of experiencing the Divine with and through other people 

because  

Friendship excels everything ... a path that leads very close to the 
perfection which consists of the enjoyment and knowledge of God 
… much tougher than a diversion from the preoccupations of 
ageing; rather, it is a redirection to the gift of ageing in a Christian 
community” (Hauerwas and Yordy, 2003, 177).   
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To welcome getting older as a shared gift, rather than loss, is to undercut the ageist 

marginalising of ‘old’ and ‘traditional’.  That solidarity may not always be recognised 

through joy because, eventually, getting older will be marked by changes in health 

and often considerable pain for individuals and those with whom they share their 

lives.  Woodward rightly sees bonds of human experience forged by more than 

common hobbies or interests, as people “share in a what may look like a community 

of suffering” (Woodward, 2008, 155).  Since no-one is immune to suffering, the 

concept of ageing well is more useful than metrics concerned primarily with wealth 

or health.  In this vein, Ames argues that relational flourishing entails not 

“pretending to be something we are not and not ignoring the real difficulties and 

pain that ageing often brings” (Ames, 2012, 3-5).   

 

The Communities Model recognises that getting older, with its contours of joy, pain, 

opportunity and limitation is something to be experienced together.  The depth and 

breadth of communities through which experiences may be shared are discussed 

below. 

 

B. Faith is a Community   

 

Without denying the personal nature of faith there are dimensions that can only be 

experienced together.  Jewell noted, referring to a research group of people all over 

60 years of age, that they all feel that honesty, openness and questioning are vital 

parts of their Christian experience, but find little of this in the life of the church.  
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(Jewell, 2009, 36).  It may be that things have changed since this observation was 

made in 2009, but the vital place for honesty, openness and questioning have not 

diminished and the Communities Model stresses that ministries for, with and by 

older people can facilitate these processes. 

 

The traits to which Jewell refers are clearly evident in the work of Faith in Later Life, 

one of whose aims is to “Listen to older people and discover their spiritual needs 

and aspirations” (C. Knightly, Interview, February 8, 2019) and the work of Anna 

Chaplaincy which facilitates the exploration of faith recognising that “Older age is an 

intensely spiritual period of our lives” (D. Thrower, Interview, February 11, 2019).  

 

My conversation with Louise Morse of Pilgrims’ Friend demonstrates importance of 

approaching faith, with its intensely spiritual character, as a collective experience.  

Reference was made to church leaders saying, “they are not trained in pastoring 

older people” (L. Morse. Interview, February 20, 2019).  The inference that 

pastoring should come from a trained, professional leader was counterbalanced in 

the same conversation by Louise’s reference to Galatians 6.10, which highlights 

believers’ mutual obligations.   

 

The Communities Model does not disregard the value of gifted and well-trained 

leaders or the need to cultivate skills particular to the needs of older people.  

However, it does assert that there are resources of faith that older people can draw 

upon in the communities of which they are part.  This explicitly includes the shared 
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enterprises of discussing, debating and doubting in order to explore the existential 

questions that present themselves in the face of significant change.  There is a 

synergy with the Intergenerational Model and recognition that lay ministries must be 

regarded as of the same value as ordained ministries, if the idea of the Body of 

Christ is to be meaningful.   

 

Similarly, the Christian motif of forgiveness from God and consequential 

reconciliation with neighbours is the basis on which communities of faith are built.   

Although there are not always happy endings, Woodward suggests that 

“unsatisfactory loose ends – disappointments, family rows, anger, guilt, even 

bitterness – need to surface and perhaps be resolved” (Woodward, 2008, 195).  

This is integral to the Communities Model, that ministries for, with and by older 

people are locations for and expressions of the Christian virtues of forgiveness and 

reconciliation. 

 

Faith, the community, is constituted around shared memories.  Recognising and 

celebrating this is an essential part of ministries for, with and by older people.  

Hauerwas and Yordy point to the essential ministry of “knowing how to tell the 

stories well” (Hauerwas and Yordy, 2003, 179).  This is about the transmission of 

faith, which lies at the heart of the Communities Model, a sharing of the life 

contained within the Christian message.  The most articulate expression of this is 

the Eucharist, whose ritual and drama bind the community together and immerses 

members in the story week after week.  Jones and Jones recognise that this kind of 
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ritual is powerful in its ability to engage “even those persons suffering from 

significant cognitive impairment … in participating in parts of the liturgy” (Jones, and 

Jones, 2003, 193) and Maureen O’Neill of Faith in Older People, who also chairs a 

company providing care homes recognised the criticality of this - “liturgical ritual is 

vital … to lose that is catastrophic” (M. O’Neill, Interview, February 26, 2019). 

 

C. Communal Strength  

 

This third aspect of the Communities Model asserts that older peoples’ perspectives 

and experiences equip them to collectively embrace the opportunities and 

challenges of getting older.  People join themselves to formal and informal groups 

and inhabit communities connected to, for example, activities and interests, families, 

place, health, occupation or religion.   

 

The model’s references to communities in the plural is deliberate because 

communal strength is intensified when people’s time and energies are distributed 

across multiple communities, with varying degrees of social, intellectual, physical 

and / or spiritual content.  Those communities warp and weft with circumstance and 

turnover but, in a challenge to independence, the interdependent solidarity and 

support they afford are contributors to ageing well.  Recognising and cultivating 

communality will enrich ministries for, with and by older people and enhance those 

ministries’ contributions to people’s experiences of getting older.   
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The model nuances the relational qualities that distinguish ‘communities’ from mere 

‘activities’.  Whilst total disaggregation is impossible, since relationships are often 

formed through shared endeavours, the model recognises the risk of technocratic 

approaches that “plan the activities of the senior adults and mobilise them for 

service” (Knapp, 2003, 35) without a corresponding recognition of the interpersonal 

depth that is required to ensure ministries are instrumental in forming communities, 

not just keeping people occupied or treating them as functionaries in the 

performance of tasks.  

 

The breadth of means by which self-sufficient communities can be nurtured is 

illustrated by Christians on Ageing, which describes itself as “a resource to the 

Churches” (J. Lansley, Interview, March 7, 2019) and this finds expression 

internally, for its members who share expertise, experience and friendship through 

discussions, published materials and their contributions to other communities 

concerned with dementia and spirituality.  A further example is seen in the Body 

Mind Spirit Partnership’s enabling approach which is instrumental in fostering a 

variety of types of communities including home-based befriending, recreation and 

leisure activities and the development of new skills (Body Mind Spirit Partnership, 

2019, website).   

 

As highlighted in the Intergenerational Model, there is a distinct emphasis in the 

Body Mind Spirit Partnership on empowerment and local ownership consistent with 

the self-sufficiency that marks the Communities Model.  Whilst the work of 
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Christians on Ageing and the Body Mind Spirit Partnership are anchored in a 

Christian worldview their work is not exclusively spiritual or religious and has a 

holistic perspective that encourages the development of communities as a good 

thing on its own terms. 

 

Consideration of communal self-sufficiency has assumed that various communities 

will be available and accessible so people can contribute to and derive the benefits 

they offer.  However, “retirement, widowhood, or a major change in living 

arrangements or health status can all lead a person to gradually enter into a state of 

isolation” (Knapp, 2003, 45).  The weakening, or complete loss of, communities to 

which one has belonged is debilitating.  Four of the six organisations that I 

consulted – Faith in Later Life, Anna Chaplaincy, Pilgrims’ Friend and Faith in Older 

People (C. Knightly, D. Thrower, L. Morse, M. O’Neil, Interviews, February 8, 11, 25 

and 26, 2019) cited loneliness as significant in their organisation’s work .  Debbie 

Thrower identified loneliness as “a form of poverty” (D. Thrower, Interview, February 

11, 2019) and an exacerbating factor in health and social malaise.  Thrower’s 

economic language highlights the detrimental impacts that flow from not being part 

of enriching communities.  Belonging to communities is a gift from God and 

prioritising self-sustaining communities is predicated on a theological understanding 

that wholeness is communal and the erosion of one person’s sense of value and 

belonging is a personal and collective loss. 
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4.3.2 Conclusion – The Communities Model  

 

The Communities Model of ministries for, with and by older people requires there to 

be awareness of the shared journey that is getting older.  The community that is 

Christian faith merits specific attention through which its members can consider and 

explore faith questions together, wrestle with the meaning and outworking of 

reconciliation and strengthen their collective identity through faith-filled memories.   

Getting older together, in the context of Christian faith, creates other opportunities to 

belong to a breadth of communities, and ministries for, with and by older people 

have the potential to support and facilitate these.   
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4.4 The Individual Model  

 

The Individual Model maps ideas relating to what it means to be a unique older 

person, the heightened importance of existential questions as people get older 

including, what it means to bear the image of God, and the different needs and 

wants people experience as they are getting older.   

 

4.4.1 Characteristics of the Individual Model 

 

A. Uniqueness of Every Individual  

 

Faith in Later Life stress that, in terms of ministries for, with and by older people no 

one size fits all (C. Knightly, Interview, February 8, 2019).  At one level, this 

differentiation is typical of what any organisation offers its clients or customers.  

However, it runs deeper than that.  Carl Knightly spoke about the importance of 

valuing age and seeing older people flourishing.  Connected to this, he outlined his 

understanding of the Biblical value of a person, referring to Psalm 139 with its long 

view of life, from the womb and throughout the whole story of “the days ordained for 

me” (Psalm 139.16) (C. Knightly, Interview, February 8, 2019).   

 

The “uniqueness of every individual” is a phrase used by Jo Bagby (J. Bagby, 

Interview, February 25, 2019) in her descriptions of the work of the Body Mind Spirit 

Partnership; its values of participation and empowerment are a recognition of the 



 
 Assessment Number J36095 

52 
 

individuality of the people who facilitate and access the services connected to the 

partnership.  Since it is “impossible to generalise about older people and the 

diversity of perspectives that they bring” (Woodward, 2008, 144), individuality will be 

expressed in opinions, tastes and conflicts.  Ministries for, with and by older people, 

therefore, cannot assume a standardised approach to their work or the activities of 

preaching and pastoral care.  

 

Harris acknowledges the effects that negative approaches towards older people can 

have and asserts that “self-esteem for the elderly would increase considerably when 

all recognise the privilege of growing old” (Harris, 1987, 111).  Therefore, the value 

of the unique individual is amplified by the fact that each life is a never-to-be-

repeated series of events, actions, decisions, mistakes and memories: growing old 

itself is uniquely experienced by each individual.  There is a preciousness in rarity, 

and to diminish that value is to diminish the person who has lived that life.   

 

This is not to mask the real pain and disappointments that are part of human 

experience, but if getting old is regarded fundamentally as a privilege then it is 

something to which one can aspire rather than dread.  Ministries that place a high 

value on being and becoming a unique, individual, older person will foster more 

sensitive work than approaches which treat everyone identically, without taking 

account of their differences.   
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B. Spiritual Vitality  

 

The unique nature of every individual is a spiritual quality and, although spirituality is 

a fluid concept, existential questions relating to meaning and purpose take on 

greater significance as people get older and it is useful “to see spirituality as a 

search for meaning, and religion as a particular expression of that” (Woodward, 

2008, 70).  Anna Chaplaincy is explicitly concerned with the “spiritual journey of 

older people because older age is an intensely spiritual period of our lives” (D. 

Thrower, Interview, February 20, 2019).  Questions with which Anna helps people 

engage include: 

• Have I lived a good life, and what is my legacy?    

• Do I deserve this? 

• Why are we here? 

 

Such questions are indicative of spiritual vitality.  In the Christian context from which 

I am writing, there is a formational quality to faith that “grows right through life”      

(J. Lansley, Interview, March 7, 2019) and, in connection with this, an 

understanding in the Individual Model, that the person of faith has the ongoing 

capacity for spiritual growth.  Successful ageing, according to Woodward, is “about 

thinking through what you believe” (Woodward, 2008, 206), and this contrasts with 

consumerist and materialistic emphases of Western societies which detract from 

philosophical enquiry.   
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Rather than treating ageing as something that just happens, there is value in 

intentionally “looking at ageing in the light of our knowledge of God, making 

meaning by seeking to uncover a god-centred view of this universal occurrence” 

(Gorman, 2003, 98).   The place of praxis, with its circularity of “reflected-upon-

action and acted-upon-reflection” (Bevans, 2002, 72), is of relevance to the 

Individual Model.  In Models of Contextual Theology Bevans discusses social 

dislocation and oppression as being a “privileged source of theology” (Bevans, 

2002, 73).  Therefore, because getting older is a context which can expose people 

to a range of exclusions and prejudices, praxis offers one of the most promising 

approaches to dealing with the spiritual formation of older persons” (Watkins, 2003, 

34).    

 

Ministries for, with and by older people must balance the multiplex aspects of the 

models discussed so far.  The Intergenerational, Community and Individual models 

are not in competition but address different, potentially complementary, 

perspectives, all of which are pertinent to ministries in this field. 

 

C. The Image of God 

 

The Individual Model’s highlighting of spiritual vitality raises questions about the 

physical and mental changes that accompany getting older.  Can someone become 

less of a person, or even a non-person? 
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Ames states that if “worth and personhood are defined in functional terms, then, as 

functionality unravels, so does the sense of personhood and worth” (Ames, 2012, 

8).  Similarly, Jones and Jones highlight one conception of human nature which 

“presumes that rationality is the defining characteristic of personhood … excluding 

any conviction that human beings are valuable … because they are created in the 

image and likeness of God and destined for communion with God” (Jones, and 

Jones, 2003, 185).   

 

However, “this imaging does not diminish because of age ... and may be enhanced 

and increasingly unveiled by the experiences of different seasons of life.  (Gorman, 

2003, 101).   Understanding ‘the image of God’ as being intimately connected to 

what it means to be a person is integral to the Individual Model and ministries for, 

with and by older people.  Reflecting the connection of image and personhood, 

Anna Chaplaincy has partnered with the Diocese of Rochester in customising its 

work for people who have dementia7 8 and Christians on Ageing facilitates a 

specialist Dementia Network of about 70 people to focus on support and 

understanding of dementia-related issues.  John Lansley of the Council on Ageing 

explained that ministries’ responses to dementia are predicated on the belief that 

people continue to “have memories of God” (J. Lansley, Interview, March 7, 2019).  

Since the population is ageing and the number of people experiencing dementia is 

increasing, the Individual Model establishes the importance of recognising the 

 
7 Dementia is an umbrella term which may encompass Alzheimer’s, multi-infarct or vascular dementia or 
Lewy Body Disease, the major symptom is loss of short-term memory.  (Woodward, 2008, 94) 
8 http://www.rochester.anglican.org/content/pages/documents/1493215017.pdf (Retrieved 2 Sept 2019) 

http://www.rochester.anglican.org/content/pages/documents/1493215017.pdf
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permanence of the image of God and for ministries to work with individuals so that 

those animate memories of God can be expressed. 

 

D. Ways of Being, Ways of Doing 

 

Weaving together the factors of being a unique individual, spiritual vitality and 

bearing the image of God, the Individual Model recognises that the practical ebb 

and flow of life as someone gets older is of interest to ministries for, with and by 

older people.  For example, how should I dress, or behave, or spend my time?  The 

answers to these, and other questions, may be coloured by the expectations of 

others or patterns modelled by parents and grandparents (D. Thrower, Interview, 

February 20, 2019). 

 

The Individual Model identifies two stereotypes that can impinge unhelpfully on 

older people’s ways of being and doing which are relevant to ministries’ 

considerations of how they develop and operate.  The first is a stereotyping that 

associates getting older with negative characteristics.  References to the 

philosophical basis of modernity have identified that pejorative associations with 

‘old’ serve a self-legitimising purpose.  Articulating this in language that frames older 

people as old-fashioned, un-progressive and resistant to change are profoundly 

destructive.  Hays and Hays note that “nowhere [in the Bible] are elders described 

as pitiable, irrelevant, or behind the curve, as inactive or unproductive. (Hays and 
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Hays, 2003, 11) and it is with some personal regret that I recall from the church to 

which I belonged in my teenage years, a justification for charismatic modernisation 

that relied heavily on a theological rhetoric that equated young and modern with 

good, and old and traditional with bad.   

 

Secondly, a stereotyping that projects certain characteristics as ideals to which 

older people should aspire, without appreciating those ideals’ counterproductive 

potential.  For example, the well-meaning use of heroic Bible characters as role 

models (Dickerson and Watkins, 2003, 202) can be burdensome.  Caleb was a 

daring warrior, and at age 85 was still ambitious to expand his landholding (see 

Joshua 14.6-15).  However, it is simplistic to suggest that older Christians should all 

be Twenty-First Century Calebs and find analogy to their own circumstances in his 

story.  Apart from the lack of literal correspondence between that context and 

contemporary circumstances, the story of Caleb makes clear that he was 

exceptional rather than normative.    

 

Implicit in these extremes is a challenge.  Ministries for, with and by older people 

should imitate the prophetic habit of drawing attention the “crises of their society … 

dialoguing anew with current abuses.” (Harris, 1987, 3).  To call out the former 

stereotype as ageist and the latter stereotype as wearying is to expose 

generalisations that disrespect individuality.  This is not semantics because 

insensitive “pastoral behaviour can disempower” (Woodward, 2008, 18).  Therefore, 
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labelling, essentialising the exceptional, or idealising a vitality that not everyone will 

want or be capable of, all undermine individuals’ potential for ageing well.  

Recognition that everyone ages differently is foundational to the development of 

ministries that engage with older people, pastorally and theologically, to respect 

individuality and enhance spiritual vitality. 

 

The Individual Model regards getting older as a good thing, not naïvely, as if it were 

without challenges, but as opportunity for exploration of one’s spirituality and 

individuality whether through reflection on the past or developing new skills and  

interests or outlets for creativity, perhaps through the University of the Third Age (or 

similar initiatives) whose members are described by Woodward as “spiritual 

adventurers who with discernment choose, and discover … what best helps them to 

grow and make sense of life and live creatively” (Woodward, 2008, 133).   

 

The seasonal character of life is captured in Ecclesiastes’ recognition of “a season 

for every activity … a time to be born and a time to die” (Eccl 3.1-2).  Granting 

getting older equal worth with other life stages, rather than a lesser time, to be 

mourned, affirms later life, not “as a mistake that needs to be corrected, a disease 

that needs to be cured, a detour that needs to be avoided” (McCafferty, 2003, 40). 

This disposition echoes Psalm 90.12, where the author connects the acquisition of 

wisdom to a circumspect understanding of life’s finitude and is an important 

consideration in the framing of ministries for, with and by older people. 
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4.4.2 Conclusion – The Individual Model 

 

Ministries for, with and by older people can express The Individual Model through 

the recognition that people are unique and bear an unfading image of God.  These 

evidence a spiritual vitality which can find expression in the exploration of questions 

and interests as one is getting older.  The model is not romanticised or unaware of 

the challenges and pains associated with getting older but because of the 

permanence of God’s image and the inherent worth associated with this there is the 

potential for ministries enabling a balanced approach in which each individual can 

flourish (Harris, Lampe, and Chaffin, B, 2003, 124) as anticipated in Psalm 92.14, 

“They will still bear fruit in old age, they will stay fresh and green”. 
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4.5 The Mission Model 

 

The Mission Model maps ideas related to mission for, with and by older people.  It 

places the whole of life – its length of years and breadth of experiences - in the 

context of mission and considers ministries’ enabling roles connected to the 

particularities of being an older person. 

 

4.5.1 Characteristics of the Mission Model  

 

A. Engaging God’s World 

 

Older Christians are witnesses to their faith.   Whether they have been whole-life 

Christians, experienced a conversion or have gradually progressed to a point of 

identifying as Christian, they are storied people.  In telling those stories they bear 

witness to what has happened to them and how, within that, they perceive God’s 

guidance, interventions and providence.  Mission is bigger than witness.  However, 

it is a good place to start because the collected Christians’ stories are the source 

from which flow the breadth of activities that constitute mission. 

 

Faith in Later Life embodies the belief that sharing the stories of faith is a positive 

thing and it produces and promotes resources to enable individuals and groups to 

engage in this (C. Knightly, Interview, February 8, 2019).  For example, The Omega 

Course (Faith in Later Life, 2019, website) to engage with the concerns of older 



 
 Assessment Number J36095 

61 
 

people and Sagas: Finding Faith After 50 (Faith in Later Life, 2019, website), 

documents the stories of people who have come to faith in middle to old age. 

  

Direct evangelism is one type of engagement between those of settled Christian 

faith and other people, who may be sceptical or open to consideration.  For me, as 

an evangelical and an Anglican, this is important, but it is one aspect of a bigger 

picture that the Mission Model has in view.  The Anglican Communion’s Five Marks 

of Mission prioritise proactive sharing of the good news and the discipleship 

connected to this, but as the summary below illustrates in iii, iv, and v, there are 

other features: “The mission of the Church is the mission of Christ 

i. To proclaim the Good News of the Kingdom 

ii. To teach, baptise and nurture new believers 

iii. To respond to human need by loving service 

iv. To transform unjust structures of society, to challenge violence of 

every kind and pursue peace and reconciliation 

v. To strive to safeguard the integrity of creation, and sustain and renew 

the life of the earth” 

(Anglican Communion, 2019, website) 

Therefore, constructive engagement with societal needs and structures and 

responsible stewardship of God’s creation are core to the Mission Model of 

ministries for, with and by older people.  My fieldwork illustrates a breadth of 

outworking in relation to this model.   
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For example, Faith in Older People is not an evangelistic organisation but its 

director, Maureen O’Neill, emphasised the importance of “the church adding value 

to the policy debate about people getting older” (M. O’Neill, Interview, February 26, 

2019) and, as an organisation, it is influential in the brokering of spiritual care 

through chaplains in Scotland and it emphasises the important roles that churches 

can play in supporting older people and service providers, such as hospices.    

 

This practical engagement is also seen in Merseyside where Christians on Ageing 

are pioneering chaplaincy specifically for older prisoners in the area (J. Lansley, 

Interview, March 7, 2019).  These examples are as missional as the more overt 

examples of sharing faith and are an essential component of the Mission Model. 

 

The examples stand in positive contrast to McCafferty’s argument that much 

mission is irrelevant because people “are expected to accept rather than become 

engaged … without the kind of dialogue that values the questions and the 

questioners” (McCafferty, 2003, 47).  Engagement, as understood in the Mission 

Model, is very close to the concept of Social Liturgy, espoused by the Think Tank, 

Theos.  Debbie Thrower saw Anna Chaplaincy’s work as an example of Social 

Liturgy, summarised by Theos’ Director of Research, Nick Spencer as  

Public action that is also priestly, or, directed immediately at the 
divine … not simply social action that is devoid of any serious 
theological formation … public commitment to the other that is 
explicitly rooted in, and shaped by, love of God”.  (Spencer, 2016, 
Church Times website).   
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With mission in mind, ministries for, with and by older people should embrace this 

wide view and regard evangelism and action as interdependent and 

complementary.     

 

B. Integrity and Dignity 

 

The manner in which mission is carried out has great bearing on its reception.  The 

Mission Model regards the ‘how’ of mission as critical, so that people engaged in 

mission carry out their work with integrity and those who experience missionaries’ 

work are treated with a dignity that befits their status as humans made in the image 

of God.  

 

For Faith in Older People, the dimension of spiritual care is central “enabling a 

better understanding of the importance of the spiritual dimension to the well-being of 

older people” (M. O’Neill, Interview, February 26, 2019) and whilst it is markedly 

more interfaith than my other field work subjects its work is missional insofar as it 

facilitates exploration of an inner life that questions and challenges the hollowing out 

which derives from consumerist and materialist values.  

 

Faith in Later Life is more evangelical and identifies an important benefit for older 

people in sharing, and sharing about, their faith.  Their faith, and they as people, 

have great potential for positively influencing others in engagement with life’s 

existential questions.  Such encounters may, as Woodward perceives, be mutually 
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enriching because there are “new people to be interested in whose lives can 

change ours and who may be changed by knowing us” (Woodward, 2008, 205). 

 

Anna Chaplaincy puts flesh on these principles and is characterised by conspicuous 

respect for the people with whom it works.  Meaning grace, Anna emphasises 

generosity, makes no charges for its services and works at the pace of the person 

accessing their support.  It is overtly Christian, and the centrality of this in relation to 

questions of faith was highlighted in our conversation.  Referencing the penitential 

thief who encountered Christ at his life’s end (Luke 23.40-43) Anna’s belief is that 

“the church should be the first port of call” (D. Thrower, Interview, February 11, 

2019) but, it was stressed, that Anna “does not prey on people” (D. Thrower, 

Interview, February 11, 2019).   

 

The strong missional character is framed in terms of “offering something to wider 

society, taking a lead, modelling difference”  (D. Thrower, Interview, February 11, 

2019)  and, in terms of the Marks of Mission there is evidence of  “responding to 

human need by loving service” and “transform[ing] unjust structures of society” 

(Anglican Communion, 2019, website).   Debbie Thrower cited examples of where 

Anna’s work has led to new, or renewed, faith being expressed through 

Confirmations celebrating “commitment to Christ, naturally and gently” (D. Thrower, 

Interview, February 11, 2019). 
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4.5.2 Conclusion – The Mission Model 

  

Ministries for, with and by older people should express The Mission Model in a 

constructive engagement with individuals and society at large.  The breadth of 

mission, including evangelism and practical service and concern for God’s creation 

should be characterised by integrity and dignity consistent with the “gentleness and 

reverence” (1 Peter 3.15-16) that Peter required amongst Christians in the first 

century. 
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4.6 The Christological Model 

 

The Christological Model maps ideas related to Christian understanding of death, 

resurrection and eternal life, seen through the person of Jesus Christ.  It is argued 

that notwithstanding physical mortality Christian hope, modelled on the belief of a 

resurrected Christ, should have a significant bearing on ministries for, with and by 

older people and individual attitudes to, and experience of, getting older. 

 

4.6.1 Characteristics of the Christological Model  

 

A. Christ - The Ancient of Days  

 

The Christological Model begins with Christ.  Whilst my fieldwork discussions made 

many references to the Christian faith and the Christian gospel there was little in the 

way of discussion about the person of Christ in relation to ministries for, with and by 

older people.  At one level this is a function of the questions I asked, whose focus 

was on what ministries do.  Notwithstanding this, given that all Christian ministry 

entails serving Christ by serving other people I am surprised that so little came to 

the fore about Jesus’ and older people.   

 

The depiction of Christ in Revelation 1.12-16 bears striking resemblance to the 

Ancient of Days of Daniel 7.  Harris connects the two sources in a very specific way: 

“Revelation, like earlier eschatological and apocalyptic materials, includes vision of 
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a messianic kingdom … hair as white as wool … the divine Messiah appears as an 

elderly person full of wisdom, power and glory” (Harris, 1987, 93).  The key point, 

for the purpose of the Christological Model, is that the apex of God’s kingdom, its 

triumph over evil and death, is vested in Jesus, portrayed as an aged king.  Such a 

positive representation of an old person is a powerful and inspirational statement, 

not inferring that all Christians will be mini-Ancients of Days but providing a clear 

counter to the pejorative associations of old as decrepit and redundant.   This takes 

on heightened significance when connected to Christian beliefs about death and 

resurrection.  

 

B. Seeing Death Differently   

 

Ageing well, in all its intergenerational, communal and individual aspects, cannot 

circumvent mortality.  This is a matter with which ministries for, with and by older 

people should engage at the most serious level.  It is of central importance to 

Christian theology and faith, not least because of Jesus’ extraordinary claims that 

everyone who believes in him “even though they die, will live, and everyone who 

lives and believes in me will never die” (John 11.25-26).  Whilst interpretations of 

what this means vary, it clearly has in view the transformation of death from bitter 

finality to “being the last enemy confronted by God's redemptive power” (Hays and 

Hays, 2003, 4). 
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Therefore, Christian anticipation of death is shaped by the belief that, because of 

God’s redemptive power, it is not the final moment of existence.  Anna Chaplaincy 

speak of “honouring the life and death of people” (D. Thrower, Interview, February 

11, 2019) through their work in care homes and in relation to conducting funerals, 

embodying Kathleen Fischer’s ideas in Winter Grace that it is possible, through 

Christ, “to affirm life in the face of death” (Fischer, 1985, 7). 

 

Ministries for, with and by older people can enable people to see death differently, 

contributing to sustaining a tradition “in which each generation finds the significance 

of its activity as part of a history which transcends it ... no generation can usurp the 

place of another, and therefore for each there is a time to die” (MacIntyre, 1977, 

203).  This is not resignation to the inevitable but is a way of seeing death which 

captures the essence of dying and living, alluded to in John 11.25, “Those who 

believe in me, even though they die, will live” as generations bequeath their faith 

and hope to their successors. 

 

C. Hope of Resurrection  

 

Debbie Thrower highlighted a question with which Anna Chaplaincy wrestles: “how 

will I summon the hope that I express?” (D. Thrower, Interview, February 11, 2019)  

The preceding two sections, dealing with the exaltation of an old person and a 

different way of seeing death, converge in the Christian hope of resurrection, “that 
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constitutes the Christian community” (Greer, 2003, 25) and this community is the 

location where hope is summoned.  Ministries for, with and by older people have the 

privilege of nurturing Christians’ identification with Christ, in expectation of sharing 

his resurrection and being raised from death to life (Shuman, 2003, 152).    

 

In sharp contrast to “Gnostic indifference to the body, those who have the Spirit … 

long not for redemption from their bodies but rather for redemption of their bodies 

(Hays and Hays, 2003, 15, and see Romans. 8:22-23), a Christ-centred hope that 

exists in tension with the present reality of physical decline.  Ministries for, with and 

by older people, therefore, must work with people in this tension to prepare for 

death in the light of hope in Christ.  

 

4.6.2 Conclusion – The Christological Model 

 

The Christological Model sees ministries for, with and by older people through the 

prism of an exalted Christ, depicted as an old person.  Ministering a 

transformational view of death is life-affirming, and the community that coalesces 

around this is characterised by hope in a shared resurrection.  Constructed in this 

way, the process of growing older can be embraced as “an ascending rather than a 

descending journey [where] new horizons begin to open.” (Bergen, 2003, 140) 

because those “whose hearts are set on pilgrimage ... go from strength to strength, 

till each appears before God” (Psalm 84.5 and 7). 
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Chapter Five – Findings, Conclusions and Recommendations 

  

5.1 Original, Intelligible Models of Theology 

 

Using the principles of Explicability, Understanding and Interpretation, and 

Complexification that I established in Chapter Three, I have developed new ways of 

understanding theologies of ministries for, with and by older people.  The methods I 

have employed have facilitated dialogue between the primary research, the 

secondary research and myself as the researcher. 

 

The cartographical metaphor used to explain this approach is valuable in drawing 

my conclusions: I have mapped the dimensions, contours and distinguishing 

features of theologies underpinning ministries for, with and by older people through 

the articulation of five models.  An important distinction to which I have drawn 

attention is that between theologies of ageing and theologies of ministries for, with 

and by older people.  Whilst these are complementary, they merit separate 

consideration and development and, in focussing on ministries I have sought to 

address an identifiable gap in theological reflection and understanding. 

 

Each model’s characteristics have been discerned on the basis that there are 

themes and patterns which can be explained, that analysis of, and conversation 

between sources draws out those themes and patterns, and complexification 

enables identification of distinctive elements that can be described and linked to 
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form a unity.  My findings are expressed in the models which are illustrated and 

summarised below. 

Figure 1 - Models of Theology Underpinning Ministries For, With and By Older 

People 
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The Intergenerational Model is illustrated by the vertical pink arrows indicating a 

lifespan.   Its characteristics of Lifelong Discipleship, everybody’s Equal Worth, 

Unique Perspectives that accompany getting older, and the Parity of Power that 

should exist across age groups speak of an interdependence that join people 

together in the mutual endeavour of being, and becoming more fully, disciples of 

Christ.   

 

The Communities Model is illustrated by the horizontal green arrows indicating the 

shared experience of getting older.  The characteristics of getting Older Together, 

belonging a community constituted and defined by Faith and cultivating Communal 

Strength from these resources are the building blocks for sustaining existing 

communities and nurturing new communities as people are getting older. 

 

The Individual Model is in the circle at the centre of Figure 1, participating fully in the 

other four.  The characteristics of the model, emphasising the Uniqueness of Every 

Individual, their inherent Spiritual Vitality, the insolubility of the Image of God and 

the Ways of Being and Ways of Doing that express individuality, mitigate the 

perception of older people as a homogenous group who it is possible to treat in 

disrespectful ways or subject to unrealistic expectations. 

 

The Mission Model is illustrated by the outward pointing blue arrow.  Its 

characteristics of Engaging God’s World with Integrity and Dignity are prerequisite 
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for mission that is respectful of individuals and has a wide view of what it means to 

care for the whole of God’s creation. 

  

The Christological Model is illustrated by the yellow box and arrows, pointing 

upwards.  Christ - The Ancient of Days, points to Seeing Death Differently and the 

Hope of Resurrection.   These are the anchor points around which ministries for, 

with and by older people should be developed to focus on faith and discipleship as 

a pilgrimage of ascent rather than a dispiriting decline. 

 

Recognising that each model has its own internal structure and coherence, there is, 

nonetheless, a holistic nature to the modelling evidenced in its attention to the 

individual and the inner life, the nature of ministries working within and across 

generations, people, lay and ordained, ministering with and to one another, the 

outward orientation that expresses Christian mission and the Christological focus 

that places death within the defining feature of Christian theology – the resurrection.   

 

The models are conceptual, and they are also practical in their recommendations of 

priorities which ministries could adopt.  For example, ensuring that intergenerational 

considerations are built into planning of church programmes, reviewing the 

deployment of resources (human and financial), taking account of the demographics 

of church attendance and an ageing population, and identifying, celebrating and 

using the gifts of older people.   
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My intention was to make these models of theology intelligible, emphasising their 

complementary and interdependent nature and acknowledging the scope for 

overlap.  Together, they provide a framework within which ministries can evaluate 

their theologies, review their work and plan future development and it is 

recommended that this is done. 

 

5.2 A Valid and Robust Approach  

 

In reflecting on my work as a researcher I have considered whether and to what 

extent my research is valid and robust.  Section 3.3, Development and Use of 

Models, explained the theoretical basis on which I was approaching the thesis and, 

with reference to works by Woodward, 2008; Barbour, 1974; Dulles, 1983; 

Sim,1998; Browning, 1983; and Swinton and Mowat, 2006 I developed my own 

approach to the formation and articulation of models.  This was complemented by a 

systematic, well-paced and accurately documented approach to recording my 

discussions and reading, generating a volume and depth of information that was 

worth analysing.  I have conducted research that is “deep, intense and rich … 

committed and time consuming … [bringing] … order, structure and meaning” 

(Swinton and Mowat, 2006, 56 and 63) from the material under consideration.  

Therefore, in the modelling of theologies of ministries, for with and by older people I 

have developed an innovative and original perspective that has evolved through 

serious engagement with my research.   
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Similarly, my reading drew on a wide body of literature from a range of perspectives 

and traditions stimulating me to compare and contrast writers’ views and form my 

own thoughts in relation to ministries for, with and by older people.   For these 

reasons my research has validity and is demonstrably robust. 

  

However, there are areas where, with hindsight, improvements could be made.  For 

example, in the personal interviews I conducted it became clear that questions 3. (In 

what ways would you say that this ministry embodies Christian values?) and 4. 

(What aspects of this ministry would you consider to be distinctively ‘Christian’?) 

were perceived to be similar and therefore one tended to merge with the other 

rather than yielding new insights.  Whilst the semi-structured nature of the 

interviews allowed freedom to navigate the questions in a flexible order, a review of 

the wording of these questions to make their nuances clearer, would allow greater 

exploration of the internal values of the organisation, its external characteristics and 

consideration of the consistency between these two aspects .  

 

A sample of six parachurch organisations was sufficient realistic for the size and 

timescales of this project, but a widening of the sample by diversifying the sources 

from which the data comes would challenge and strengthen the models’ credibility.  

This is discussed below in Further Research.   

 

All the interviewees were warm and forthcoming and whilst every interview 

considered the same material, the mode of discussion varied between telephone 
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(4), skype (1) and face-to-face (1).  It is not possible say definitively what bearing 

this had on the conversations but the visual dimension of skype and face-to-face felt 

more relaxed and more conducive to the generation of ideas compared to phone-

based discussions.  For example, the discussions about power which are the basis 

of one of the characteristics of the Individual Model emerged in my meeting with 

John Lansley of Christians on Ageing.  This was not in direct response to a question 

I asked, but in the ebb and flow of our conversation as we were leaving the building.   

For future research, I recommend that face-to-face is the preferred means of 

interaction with skype as a second preference because of the richness that is 

connected to interactions where people share the same space and are conscious of 

body language and physical inflections which are lost in an audio-only setting. 

 

Regarding my central hypothesis, that ministries for, with and by older people are 

rarely the product of rigorous theological reflection, I concluded that this is the case.  

Explicitly, this is not a judgement of the ministries under consideration or an 

inference that they are not ‘theological’.  Rather, it is about the articulation of the 

theologies already inherent within the strategies, motivations and actions of the 

ministries and, it is my hope, that the models will prove valuable in assessing and 

influencing existing and new ministries.  Other people may see theologies of 

ministries for, with and by older people differently and if the ideas I have put forward 

stimulate refinement of the models or further debate and engagement with this 

subject, that will be a positive development. 
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5.3 Recommendations for Further Research  

 

There are many aspects of theologies of ministries for, with and older people that I 

have not been able to explore in as much depth as would be ideal, due to 

constraints of time and space.   Seven areas that merit further consideration are 

referenced below and these demonstrate that ministries for, with and by older 

people has potential to be a rich and varied field for research. 

 

i. The organisations with whom I carried out my research are very 

different in terms of their focus and the services they provide, and this is 

a strength of the material I gathered and analysed.  Nonetheless, all are 

parachurch and it would be instructive to conduct a parallel piece of 

research looking at denominational and local churches’ approaches to 

the theologies of ministries for, with and by older people.  This would 

engender a wider understanding of how, or if, the models are expressed 

in those settings and to review and modify them taking account of the 

wider perspectives.  

 

ii. In Chapter Three, I justified my approach to working with organisations 

rather than individuals.  With time and resources, direct engagement 

with older people in focus groups or action learning sets, to test the 

validity and utility of the models would be a powerful way to strengthen 

understanding of the theologies of ministries for, with and by older 
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people, establishing first-hand expressions of older people’s 

experiences, expectations and desires. 

 

iii. Older people are not homogenous, and this is especially emphasised in 

the Individual Model.  Additional work in relation to the diversity of older 

people and the significance of this in relation to ministries for, with and 

by older people would add depth to the models and enhance potential 

for their use in ministry settings.   Areas of enquiry could include, for 

example, consideration of the theological implications of gender issues, 

economic status or race and ethnicity.   

 

iv. Similarly, the fluid nature of getting older was discussed and the 

theologies of ministries relating to older people, very old people and 

older people with dementia are areas where the models could be tested 

and refined to take account of the specific factors affecting people at 

different stages of getting older.  

 

v. The five marks of mission were discussed and there is potential for 

refining and developing the Mission Model to take closer account of 

each aspect of the five marks.  For example, this could develop a 

theology of ministry for, with and by older people in relation to the 

integrity of creation. 
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vi. All the secondary texts to which I referred (and my own work) reference 

the Bible as source material for their discussions and opinions.  

However, no single text is devoted to a comprehensive discussion of 

the Biblical material, the closest being Harris’s Biblical Perspectives on 

Aging which is set in the context of comparing Old Testament Israel’s 

requirements with those of other Ancient Near Eastern cultures (Harris, 

1987).   A work of this kind would be a positive addition to the field and 

would support development of theologies of ageing and theologies of 

ministries for, with and by older people.  

 

vii. An exercise in comparative theology, exploring the contextualisation of 

the models into other religious settings, would be a valuable piece of 

research and may deliver reciprocal benefits for Christians and those of 

other faiths. 

 

If time and resources were to become available these are fields of enquiry which I 

would like to take forward, individually, or jointly with others. 

 

5.4 Personal Reflections and Learning 

 

Undertaking an investigation into models of theology underpinning ministries for, 

with and by older people has immersed me into a world with which I was not 

previously familiar, and I have engaged in critical self-reflection throughout the 
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process and in forming my conclusions.  In part this is about the subject matter, 

where I have learned something of the joys and struggles of getting older and have 

been able to develop an interpretive framework for considering how ministries 

engage with these realities. 

 

I embraced the thesis as an exercise in practical theology, as a valid and powerful 

means of doing theology, beginning with my own questions and intuitions and 

absorbing the experiences of the interviewees to build up a body of experience from 

which the theological reflection and reflexivity took place. 

 

I have observed that my approach to learning and crystallisation of ideas is a 

distinguished by a slow gestation.  In the past I have considered this a weakness 

but, having spent 10 months’ completing the research and articulating the models I 

increasingly regard it as a strength, a style to which I am suited, and the way in 

which I express being an “interpretive creature” (Swinton and Mowat, 2006, 29).  I 

have learned that through the processes I have followed, I have shaped the 

research and the research has shaped me.  Using the tools of Explicability, 

Understanding and Interpretation and Complexification I have demonstrated 

reflexivity in repeatedly addressing, reviewing, contemplating and responding to the 

material in front of me.  My research has honed my critical thinking abilities as I 

have sculpted the materials into the five models of theology. 
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In relation to my roles as a minister and volunteer chaplain, I am using the models 

to inform the ways in which I interact with older people.  This is expressed, for 

example, in expecting to learn from older people and in encouraging the exploration 

and discussion of spiritual and existential questions.  I am hoping to be able to take 

these developments further through regular involvement in an older person’s 

congregation that meets at the church where I am serving curacy, in Marple, 

Stockport.  I am glad that the strong-willed youth, who was quick to dismiss older 

people’s wisdom and experience in the name of modernisation has become more 

circumspect, slower to judge and quicker to perceive the many positive associations 

that, ‘old’, getting old, and ‘being old’, can carry. 

 

In conclusion, the key words that are the spine of the five models – 

Intergenerational, Community, Individual, Mission and Christological – and the 

detailed characteristics of those models provide a framework which can be used to 

understand theologies of ministries for, with and by older people.  This was the 

principal goal in undertaking the investigation and I am delighted it has been 

achieved. 
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