
Unleashing the Power of Age in Your Congregation, Spokane, WA
Presented by Richard and Leona Bergstrom of ChurchHealth, Bellingham, WA

1

RSVP Capacity Building Project
Spokane, Washington

“Unleashing The Power Of Age
In Your Congregation”

A Seminar Report

Purpose of the Seminar:

The purpose of the seminar was to convene pastors, church leaders,
older adult ministry leaders, and persons interested in older adult
ministries representing many churches to:

• Define the challenges and opportunities facing the church as a
result of radical demographic changes in the next several
decades,

• Discuss the issues,
• Determine resolutions and
• Derive strategies for effective ministry.

Summary:

The “Unleashing The Power of Age In Your Congregation” seminar
was held at the Whitworth Presbyterian Church, Spokane,
Washington, on Friday, May 7, 2004 from 9 am to 4 pm.

Thirty-two persons attended, representing various churches and other
organizations in the Spokane area. The seminar was hosted by the
RSVP (Retired Senior Volunteer Program),YMCA of the Inland
Northwest. Karen Wynne, RSVP Project Coordinator, served as the
primary convener and chairperson of the planning committee.
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The keynote lecture, delivered by Dr. Richard Bergstrom, was entitled
“Unleashing the Power of Age in Your Congregation.” The lecture
discussed the radically changing demographics in our country and in
the world as the numbers of people living longer increases
dramatically. These changes call for a defined response on the part
of church leadership. We must conclude whether the vast amounts of
older adults in our society and church will be viewed as an “obstacle
or an opportunity.” As churches look at the coming age wave, it would
behoove them to recognize the needs of older adults and
acknowledge the contributions they can continue to make. Dr.
Bergstrom challenged participants to discover four biblical principles
in order to unleash the power of age in congregations. Taken from
Mark 2, the story of the paralytic who was carried to Jesus by his
friends, Dr. Bergstrom suggested the following characteristics
required by a church to be effective in ministering to and with older
adults:

• Compassionate fellowship
• Creative freedom
• Corporate faith
• Leading to complete forgiveness!

A second lecture, delivered by Richard and Leona Bergstrom, was
entitled “The Times, They Are A-Changin’: How the Age Boom Will
Transform the Church.” This lecture discussed some of the social
implications of the “longevity revolution.”

The question was also asked, “How will thee new re-defined attitudes
toward retirement impact and transform the church?” The Bergstroms
outlined 8 things that can be expected in the next few decades:

1. Increased longevity will drastically impact the composition of
the church.

2. Today’s concept of “retirement” will be re-defined.
3. Expectations in retirement and old age will change.
4. Lives will be characterized as “cyclical” rather than “linear.”
5. The age boom will redefine “old age”
6. Ministry infrastructures that are sensitive to changing

demographics will change.



Unleashing the Power of Age in Your Congregation, Spokane, WA
Presented by Richard and Leona Bergstrom of ChurchHealth, Bellingham, WA

3

7. There will be greater degree of diversity in values, lifestyle and
population mix.

8. New retirees and baby boomers won’t fit into traditional
categories.

What is the essential message to the church?

1. If we expect to reach the emerging generation of retirees and
attract their interest in the church and kingdom ministries, then
we must recognize the uniqueness of this new generation of
retirees.

2. We have the opportunity to provide them with significant and
meaningful involvements around purposeful relationships to
replace those lost from career and family.

3. The involvements offered must be tailored to the goals and
desires of this population group.

4. We need to be sensitive to the kind of language that we use in
seeking to reach out to them and involve them:

a. Many of the traditional labels, with which a current
generation of 70-100 year olds ay in fact be comfortable,
are not acceptable to the newly emerging generation of
retirees;

b. By using words that build upon their potential or their
contribution, we may open doors that would otherwise be
closed.

5. We need to create a completely new infrastructure that will
capture the imaginations of new retirees, motivate them to live
lives of purpose and direction, and release them to meaningful
and significant service.

6. We need to thoroughly understand and teach that God has a
purpose for long life.
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Small Workgroups:

Participants were divided into small workgroups to brainstorm and
discuss the needs and issues facing three groups of aging adults:
Midlife (ages 50-65), Retired life (ages 65-80) and Senior Life (ages
80+). The following are the lists of needs that were generated:

Mid-Life  (Ages 50-65)

Physical Needs:
Aches and pains
Health conscious vs. health abusers
Awareness of need to be more health pro-active; annual check-ups
Awareness of current and future limitations
Drain on physical energies for caregivers of aging parents and grandkids
Midlife crisis – change of life; male and female
Weight problems
More activities available, but probably not doing them
Physically softer (TV)

Social/Emotional Needs:
Thinking and planning for retirement

What to do with time
Where to live
Work contacts are social contacts – then they go away
More time with spouse or alone

Sandwich Generation
Taking care of aging parents and raising grandkids
Adult children and their problems – sometimes coming home to live

Estate and will planning and gift planning
Financial planning
Loss of employment
Empty nest syndrome
Grand-parenting
Intergenerational

Spiritual Needs:
Focused on career and materialistic
Seekers for spiritual fulfillment
Mortality becomes more of a reality
Need for a supportive church body
Integration of singles, widowed, divorced (in all 3 need areas)
Renewed interest in spirituality, but trying to figure out “religious”
Resistance to the spiritual. Is it credible? Questioning authority.
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New knowledge of sin (is it recognized?)
Understanding value of joining
Short-term/ not long-term commitment
Needs to see connection between faith and service
Clarify worship needs (liturgical vs contemporary)
Dealing with results of youthful indiscretions

Retired Life (65-80 years)

Physical Needs:
Can’t get there from here – physical plant of the church

Parking
Lighting
Elevator needed
Comfort of chairs and pews

Illness
Low-income or fixed income
Grief/bereavement issues
Caretaker Issues: Parent/children/grandchildren/spouse
Loss of independence
Exercise and activity
Moving from total mobility to limited mobility

Social Needs:
Denial of life changes
Independent/Interdependent
Recognizing emotional isolationism (homebound)
Transition/Identity issues
Emotional, social support after loss of spouse
Dementia factors
Intergenerational social opportunities
Pets
Redefining life goals and visions
Learning opportunities
Volunteerism
Be contributing/valued
Need for creative and intellectual outlet
Grief – loss of spouse and friends
Need for new friends and fellowship
Need to share life experiences, wisdom and talent
Need to recognize worth and have worth recognized
Minister to different cultures
Financial guidance
Need to keep learning
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Spiritual Needs:
Familiar, traditional worship
Fellowship
Building spiritual family
Age-specific Bible studies
Sense of welcome (belonging)
Intergenerational interaction
Connectedness with clergy
Assurance
Unconditional love and acceptance
Privacy issue with respect to spiritual matters
Reassessing spiritual life and priorities
Diversity of spiritual maturity
Need to be able to serve others

Senior Life (80+):

Physical Needs:
Mobility, hearing, vision
How do I handle the financial burden?
Anxiety over bills – how to handle paperwork
Anxiety over technology (phone especially – phone trees)
Transportation
Adjustment to moves
Develop strength and balance
Private transportation
No stairs
Wheelchair accessibility
Supervision for basic needs

Food
Cleanliness of body/clothes
Medication use

Provision of basic care
Cleaning house and household tasks and improvement
Food preparation
Washing clothes

Mental stimulation
Crossword puzzles

Estate planning
Personal safety/fear

Social/Emotional Needs:
Want to be included – often excluded (in families, value their experience)
Need to have purpose
Feel valued, especially by family
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It’s OK to be 80+
Don’t like condescending attitude from others
Grief/death of spouse or child or friends
Compassionate companionship

- presence
- touch

Social activities (entertainment)
- dinner
- sports
- plays

Family member attention
Friends
Understanding of grief
Lack of understanding between generations

- divorce
- misbehaving of grandchildren
- tattoos, dress, piercing

Advocate
- Medicare
- Access to care
- Understanding of insurance
- Understanding of medicines

Spiritual Needs:
Need church connection if that’s important
Contact with people of the church
Evangelize by giving un-churched the opportunity to “talk things out”
Need to know that they are valued by God
Get people to the church through community activities (potlucks, seminars,
dances, etc.)
Need to feel that they can contribute to spiritual development of younger people
Can still fulfill a calling
Worship (especially traditional)
Eucharist for shut-ins
Need to be part of the body of Christ
Needs of dying not addressed

- forgiveness
- fear
- belief in God
- meaning of life
- hope

Lack of intimacy (in to me see)
Feel life is purposeful
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Top Priorities Identified:

Through a process of combining similar suggestions and multi-voting
(each participant was allowed to vote for their three “top” needs per
category), the following needs were identified as priorities:

Midlife (50-65)

Physical
1. Awareness of current and future limitations
2. Midlife crisis – changes in life (male and female)
3. Awareness of need to be more health pro-active. Annual check-ups, etc.

Social/Emotional
1. Thinking and planning for retirement
2. Issues of sandwich generation – adult children, parent care, grandchildren
3. Financial planning

Spiritual
1. Renewed interest in spirituality
2. Integration of singles, widowed, divorced
3. Seekers for spiritual fulfillment
4. Mortality becomes more of a reality.

Retired Life (65-80)

Physical
1. Moving from total mobility to limited mobility
2. Basic life arrangements – financial, death, insurance, healthcare
3. Caretaker issues (parents, children, grandchildren, spouse)

Social/Emotional
1. Need to recognize worth and have worth recognized
2. Denial of life changes
3. Need for creative and intellectual outlet

Spiritual
1. Need to be able to serve others.
2. Connectedness with clergy
3. Sense of welcome (belonging)
4. Diversity of spirituality
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Senior Life  (80+)

Physical:
1. Mobility, hearing, vision
2. Anxiety over bills and how to handle paperwork
3. Anxiety over technology

Social/Emotional
1. Need to have purpose
2. Grief – death of spouse, child, friends
3. Want to be included – often excluded – value their experience

Spiritual
1. Need to know they are valued by God
2. Contact with people of the church
3. Need to feel that they can contribute to the spiritual development of

younger people.
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Designing Our Future

The final lecture/discussion was focused on how to develop powerful
and effective ministries for middle and older adults. It was concluded
that ministries must reflect the following:

• Middle and older adults represent a rich source of wisdom,
service and giving.  Ideas were shared on how an older adult
ministry group can equip members to pass on a heritage of
faith, be involved in service, and be encouraged to give.

• Middle and older adults need the opportunity to hear the gospel
and respond to its life-changing message of forgiveness and
renewal. Ideas were shared regarding evangelistic outreach
targeting middle and older adults.

• Middle and older adults need communities of faith surrounding
them as they face unprecedented transitions, changes and
loss. Ideas were shared regarding activities, caring ministries,
lifelong learning opportunities, and purposeful planning.

Many exciting and helpful ideas were shared by both the presenters
and participants.

Note: Helpful resources for ideas to develop powerful and effective
ministries can be found! One suggestion is obtaining the Bergstroms’ book,
Amazing Grays: Unleashing the Power of Age in Your Congregation,
available online at www.chonline.org or by calling 360-676-4824.
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Let’s Get Going!

The final workgroup session placed participants at new tables to
discuss ideas for programming that would meet the top needs for
each age group identified in earlier breakout sessions. The following
ideas were generated:

MIDLIFE (50-65):
Top Physical needs identified:

1. Awareness of current and future limitations
2. Midlife crisis – changes in life (male and female)
3. Awareness of need to be more health pro-active; annual checkups

Ideas for meeting midlife physical needs: (response to #3 need)
1. Have a multi-generational educational program involving assessment and

management of healthy lifestyles
a. Health weight assessment and management
b. Example: “Walk to Jerusalem” where participants in walking

program measure the distance walked on a pedometer. Results are
mapped on a large world map. Participants strive to walk enough
miles to reach Jerusalem. Results are posted and celebrated.

Top Social/Emotional needs identified:
1. Thinking and planning for retirement
2. Issues of Sandwich generation – adult children, parent care, grandchildren
3. Financial planning

Ideas for meeting midlife social and emotional needs: (response to #2)
1. Offer three seminar series on:

a. Caring for Your Aging Parents
b. Caring for the Caregiver
c. Financial planning to prepare for long-term care (home, or nursing

home, adult family home, assisted living)

Top Spiritual needs identified:
1. Renewed interest in spirituality
2. Integration of singles, widowed, divorced
3. Seekers for spiritual fulfillment
4. Mortality becomes more of a reality

Ideas to meet midlife spiritual needs: (response to #1)
1. Have a book study on the Purpose-driven life
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RETIRED LIFE (65-80):

Top physical needs identified:
1. Moving from total mobility to limited mobility
2. Basic life arrangements – financial, death, insurance, healthcare
3. Caretaker issues – parents, children, grandchildren, spouse

Ideas to meet retired life physical needs:
1. Response to #1

a. Provide assistance to limited mobility parishioners (help walk into
church, etc)

b. Care Cars to take people places i.e. “fun” places or “volunteer”
places – not just healthcare appointments

2. Response to #2:
a. Provide “experts” in life arrangements

3. Response to #3:
a. Provide respite to caregivers by staying with a loved one for a few

hours

Top social/emotional needs identified:
1. Need to recognize worth and have worth recognized
2. Denial of life changes
3. Need for creative and intellectual outlet

Ideas to meet retired life social/emotional needs:
1. Response to #1:

a. Give “Life Achievement” awards
b. Have  “Senior of the Month” recognition
c. “Bless These Years” service (special service to acknowledge and

bless seniors)
2. Response to #2:

a. Promote intergenerational conversations
b. Generate positive attitudes about aging

 i. Help with stability
 ii. Provide assistance devices (hearing, walking, etc) at church
 iii. Normalize using adaptive devices
 iv. Promote communication

Top spiritual needs identified:
1. Need to be able to serve others
2. Connectedness with clergy
3. Sense of welcome (belonging)
4. Diversity of spiritual maturity
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Ideas to meet retired life spiritual needs:
1. Response to #1:

a. Peer counselors
b. Prayer warriors

2. Response to #2:
a. Team to back-up clergy

3. Response to #3:
a. Phone calls to homebound
b. Record music and take to homebound

4. Response to #4:
a. Don’t judge others
b. Don’t make the conversation too “churchy”

SENIOR LIFE  (80+)

Top Physical Priority Needs identified:
1. Mobility, hearing, vision
2. Anxiety over bills and how to handle paperwork
3. Anxiety over technology

Ideas for meeting senior life physical needs:
1. Response to #1

a. Care Cars/Elder services/ Catholic Charities
b. Church members help provide transportation
c. Church provide appropriate equipment – hearing assistance

devices, large print

Top Social/Emotional needs identified:
1. Need to have purpose
2. Grief – death of spouse, child, friends
3. Want to be included – often excluded (value experience)

Ideas for meeting senior life social/emotional needs:
1. Response to #1

a. Be friendly visitors on phone
b. Be prayer warriors/prayer chain
c. Be mentors
d. Share practical experiences



Unleashing the Power of Age in Your Congregation, Spokane, WA
Presented by Richard and Leona Bergstrom of ChurchHealth, Bellingham, WA

14

Top Spiritual priority needs identified:
1. Need to know they are valued by God
2. Contact with people of the church.
3. Need to feel that they can contribute to spiritual development of younger

people

Ideas for meeting senior life spiritual needs:
1. Response to #2:

a. “Adopt a Relationship or Family”
b. Get seniors to be mentors for confirmation class. (Match an elder

with a student. Visit in homes, etc)
c. Send tape of service to home and perhaps visit
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Let’s Get Going – Continued

At the end of the day, participants were encouraged to begin to think
strategically about purposeful and effective older adult ministries by
considering the following:

Define your purpose. Why does your ministry exist?
1. What is your church’s purpose (mission statement)?
2. What is the purpose or mission of your senior adult

ministry?

Discover your passion. What are the core values of your
ministry?

a. What are the values that you can affirm within our ministry
to older adults?

b. Write out 3-7 core values as a part of your ministry plan.

Determine your potential. Where do you want to be in 2-5
years?

1. What vision do you have for your Senior Adult ministry?
2. What are the major objectives for your ministry?

Develop your plan. How will you accomplish your vision?
1. What goals do you have for your Senior Adult ministry?
2. What ministries can accomplish your vision?

Determine your priorities. What can we do first, second, third?
a. Which of the ideas generated is worth putting on the

calendar for this month or quarter?
b. What can we plan for the next quarter, year?

Deploy your personnel. Who will carry out this ministry?
a. Who is the primary point person in this ministry?
b. Who will be a part of the ministry team?

Conclusion:
The seminar concluded with the reading of a set of “resolutions”
defining our commitment to developing powerful and effective
ministries by and with older adults in our congregations and in our
communities.
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Reflection and Evaluation:
Participants gave the following statements in evaluation of the seminar
experience:

1. What did you like best about today’s seminar?
• Everything!
• Content, organization, presentation, kept to the schedule.
• These are professionals!
• The workgroups
• Bergstroms’ presentations
• Openness – good communicators. Easy to understand
• All of it.
• The brainstorming and all the ideas it produced
• Bergstroms’ presentations
• Sharing of new ideas
• Meeting new people
• The interaction of ideas
• A chance to meet with people I usually don’t talk much with at

church
• The many ideas
• Knowledge
• Opportunity for “hand on” participation
• Working in groups as well as presentations
• The groups were helpful
• 

2. What is one thing that you will add to or change in your ministry with older
adults as a result of attending this seminar?

• Increased focus, emphasis on seniors
• Reinforce the value of their contribution to the community
• Seek pastoral support and involvement
• More educational events
• Review/replan/rejuvenate our serving
• Attempt to revive our ministry to and by the older adults in our

congregation
• Assemble team
• Prepare mission statement or core values
• Make it more of a focus
• Including the olders in helping plan. Also ask input from youngers.
• To get church staff involved
• Do more to make music activities available
• Take music to shut-ins
• More enclosure of all the congregation
• Intentionally look for ways to reach out to meet needs of individuals
• More emphasis on helping these people realize their value and see

ministry opportunities
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Thank you.

We hope that the insights shared during this day will inspire the
churches involved to continue to develop powerful and effective
ministries to and by older adults in the future.  If we can be of further
assistance in helping you fulfill that mission, we would be honored to
do so.  May God richly bless you as you follow His leading.

Richard L. Bergstrom                               Leona D. Bergstrom
President, ChurchHealth Director, Lifetime Ministries

P.O. Box 2112
Bellingham, Washington

98227-2112
360-676-4824

www.chonline.org

A Ministry Division of ChurchHealth
www.lifetimeministries.org


