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Most Blessed Father,

ten years ago Your Holiness addressed this Pon-
tifical Council for Pastoral Assistance to Health
Care Workers in order to illuminate us on the
question of longevity and quality of life. Amongst
other things, you described how the change in
mentality which had taken place in contemporary
society - that is to say the rejection of the patriar-
chal family model - had marginalised the elderly
person, and you exhorted us to involve the whole
of the social body in the maturation of a new sen-
sitivity and awareness towards the problem of the
elderly. Your Holiness told us that to place oneself
at the service of the elderly person means to be-
come benevolent towards the life of everybody
because it means making the full expression of the
potentiality of man possible. You exhorted us to
make the words of the Psalm ever truer: “They
still bring forth fruit in old age, they are ever full
of sap and green, to show that the Lord is up-
right”(91/92: 14-15).

Following the guidelines laid down by Your Ho-
liness, we have dedicated our thirteenth interna-
tional conference to the subject of “The Church
and the Elderly”, and we have employed as its sub-
title the phrase from the Psalm mentioned by Your
Holiness: “They still bring forth fruit in old age.”
We will strive to make the entire social body aware
of the great importance of the elderly person in to-
day’s secularised society. 

We will begin our conference by reflecting on
the Word of God on the elderly person, and with its
light, as Your Holiness has recently taught us in the
magnificent encyclical “Fides et Ratio”, we will il-

luminte the scientific and philosophical study of
the reality which is today experienced by the el-
derly person – both in its demographic aspects and
in terms of its cultural, economic and political fea-
tures, without, however, neglecting the needs and
role of medical doctors, biologists, psychologists
and health care workers. The whole of this reality
will then be examined from a theological-pastoral
point of view as it occurs within the ecclesial com-
munity, with reference being made in particular to
the family, the institutions which provide care, el-
derly priests and members of religious orders, the
values of this community and its approach to death
itself. We will seek to broaden the ecclesiological
side of the question by reflecting upon the contri-
butions which the world’s great religions make to
the subject – Judaism, Islam, Buddhism and Hin-
duism. Lastly, we will dwell upon pastoral lines of
action based upon the social doctrine of the
Church and we will call for a cultural change
which involves the whole of the social body and
which lays especial emphasis on the family, eccle-
sial, educational, school, health, economic, politi-
cal and mass media aspects of the whole question. 

Holy Father, our heartfelt gratitude for having
received us, and with devotion we prepare our-
selves to listen to Your Words so that they may
guide and illuminate us to the full with regard to
this crucial stage in life, namely old age, which is
becoming ever more prominent in our world. 

His Excellency Mons. JAVIER LOZANO BARRAGÁN
Archbishop-Bishop Emeritus of Zacatecas,

President of the Pontifical Council for Pastoral
Assistance to Health Care Workers,

the Holy See.

ARCHBISHOP JAVIER LOZANO BARRAGÁN’S GREETING 
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Your Eminences,
Venerable Brothers in the Episcopate and the

Priesthood,
Distinguished ladies and gentlemen,

1. It is a pleasure to welcome all of you who are
attending the international conference organized
by the Pontifical Council for Pastoral Assistance to
Health Care Workers on a theme that is one of the
traditional aspects of the Church’s pastoral con-
cern. I express my gratitude to those of you who
dedicate your work to the complex problems fac-
ing the elderly, who are becoming ever more nu-
merous in every society of the world.

I thank Archbishop Javier Lozano Barragán for
his noble words expressing the sentiments you
share. Your conference has wanted to address the
problem with that respect for the elderly which
shines brightly in Sacred Scripture when it shows
us Abraham and Sara (cf. Gn 17:15-22), when it
describes the welcome that Simeon and Anna gave
Jesus (cf. Lk 2:23-38), when it calls priests elders
(cf. Acts 14:23; 1 Tm 4:14; 5:17, 19; Tt 1:5; 12 Pt
5:1), when it sums up the homage of all creation in
the adoration o f the 24 elders (Rv 4:4), and finally
when it describes God himself as “the Ancient
One” (Dn 7:9-22).

2. Your studies emphasize how great and pre-
cious is human life, which retains its value in every
age and every condition. They reaffirm with au-
thority that Gospel of life which the Church, in
faithfully contemplating the mystery of Redemp-
tion, acknowledges with ever renewed wonder and
feels called to proclaim to the people of all times
(cf. Evangelium Vitae, n. 2).

Scripture promises long life 
to those who fulfil God’s law

The conference did not only deal with the de-
mographic and medical-psychological aspects of
the elderly, but also sought to examine the matter

more closely by focusing its attention on what
Revelation presents in this regard and comparing it
with the reality that we experience. The Church’s
work over the centuries has also been emphasized
in a historical-dynamic way, with useful and fitting
suggestions for updating every charitable initia-
tive, in responsible collaboration with the civil au-
thorities.

3. Old age is the third season of life: life that is
born, life that grows, life that comes to an end are
the three stages in the mystery of existence, of that
human life which “comes from God, is his gift, his
image and imprint, a sharing in his breath of life”
(Evangelium Vitae, n. 39).

The Old Testament promises long life to human
beings as the reward for fulfilling the law of God:
“The fear of the Lord prolongs life” (Prov 10:27).
It was the common belief that the prolonging of
physical life until “good old age” (Gn 25:8), when
a man could die “full of years” (Gn 25:8), should
be considered a proof of particular goodwill on
God’s part. This value must also be given renewed
attention in a society that very often seems to
speak of old age as a problem.

To devote attention to the complexity of the
problems affecting the world of the elderly means,
for the Church, to discern a “sign of the time” and
to interpret it in the light of the Gospel. Thus, in a
way suitable to each generation, she responds to
the perennial human questions about the meaning
of present and future life and their mutual relation-
ship (cf. Gaudium et Spes, n. 4).

4. Our times are marked by the fact that people
are living longer, which, together with the decline
in fertility, has led to a considerable ageing of the
world population.

For the first time in human history, society is
faced with a profound upheaval in the population
structure, forcing it to modify its charitable strate-
gies, with repercussions at all levels. It is a ques-
tion of new social planning and of reviewing soci-

ADDRESS BY THE HOLY FATHER

No Authority Can Justify Euthanasia
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ety’s economic structure, as well as one’s vision of
the life-cycle and the interaction between genera-
tions. It is a real challenge to society, whose justice
is revealed by the extent to which it responds to the
charitable needs of all its members: its degree of
civilization is measured by the protection given to
the weakest members of the social fabric.

5. Although often regarded as only the recipients
of charitable aid, the elderly must also be called to
participate in this work; over the years the elderly
population can attain a greater maturity in the form
of intelligence, balance and wisdom. For this rea-
son Sirach advises: “Stand in the assembly of the
elders. Who is wise? Cleave to him” (Sir 6:34);
and again: “Do not disregard the discourse of the
aged, for they themselves learned from their fa-
thers; because from them you will gain under-
standing and learn how to give an answer in time
of need” (Sir 8:9). It is clear that the elderly should
not be considered merely an object of concern,
closeness and service. They too have a valuable
contribution to make to life. Thanks to the wealth
of experience they have acquired over the years,
they can and must be sources of wisdom, witness-
es of hope and love (cf. Evangelium Vitae, n. 94).

The family-elderly relationship must be seen as
a relationship of giving and receiving. The elderly
also give: their years of experience cannot be ig-
nored. If this experience, as can happen, is not in
harmony with the changing times, their whole life
can still become a source of so much guidance for
their relatives, representing a continuation of the
group spirit, of traditions, of professional choices,
of religious beliefs, etc. We are all aware of the
special relationship that exists between the elderly
and children. Adults too, if they know how to cre-
ate an atmosphere of esteem and affection around
the elderly, can draw from their wisdom and dis-
cernment to make prudent decisions.

6. It is in this perspective that society must have
a renewed awareness of solidarity between gener-
ations: a renewed awareness of the sense and
meaning of old age in a culture heavily dominated
by the myth of productivity and physical capacity.
We must allow the elderly to live with security and
dignity, and their families must be helped, even
economically, in order to continue to be the natur-
al place for intergenerational relations.

Further observations must also be made regard-
ing social health care and rehabilitation, which of-
ten can be necessary. Advances in health care tech-
nology prolong life, but do not necessarily im-
prove its quality. It is necessary to develop charita-
ble strategies that put a priority on the dignity of
the elderly and that help them, as far as possible, to
maintain a sense of self-esteem lest, feeling they

are a useless burden, they eventually desire and
ask for death (cf. Evangelium Vitae, n. 94).

Life is God’s gift and must always be protected

7. Called to prophetic deeds in society, the
Church defends life from its dawn to its conclusion
in death. It is especially for this final stage, which
often lasts for months and years and creates many
serious problems, that I appeal today to the sensi-
tivity of families, asking them to accompany their
loved ones to the end of their earthly pilgrimage.
How can we not recall the tender words of Scrip-
ture: “O son, help your father in his old age, and do
not grieve him as long as he lives; even if his is
lacking in understanding, show forbearance; in all
your strength do not despise him. For kindness to a
father will not be forgotten and … in the day of af-
fliction it will be remembered in your favour” (Sir
3:12-15).

8. The respect that we owe the elderly compels
me once again to raise my voice against all those
practices of shortening life known as euthanasia.

In the presence of a secularized mentality that
does not respect life, especially when it is weak, we
must emphasize that it is a gift of God which we are
all obliged to protect. This duty particularly con-
cerns health-care workers, whose specific mission
is to become “ministers of life” in all its stages, es-
pecially in those marked by weakness and illness.

“The temptation … of euthanasia” appears as
“one of the more alarming symptoms of the ‘cul-
ture of death’ which is advancing above all in pros-
perous societies” (cf. Evangelium Vitae, n. 94).

Euthanasia is an attack on life that no human au-
thority can justify, because the life of an innocent
person is an indispensable good.

9. Turning now to all the elderly of the world, I
wish to say to them: dear brothers and sisters, do
not lose heart: life does not end here on earth, but
instead only starts here. We must be witnesses to
the resurrection! Joy must be a characteristic of the
elderly; a serene joy, because the time is coming
and the reward that the Lord Jesus has prepared for
his faithful servants is approaching. How can we
not think of the touching words of the Apostle
Paul? “I have fought the good fight, I have finished
the race, I have kept the faith. Henceforth there is
laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which
the Lord, the righteous judge, will award to me on
that day, and not only to me but also to all who
have loved his appearing” (2 Tm 4:7-8).

With these sentiments I impart an affectionate
Blessing to you, to your loved ones, and especially
to the elderly.



The Church
and the Elderly

“In Old Age They 
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Ten years ago, in the early days
of the month of November 1988,
the Pontifical Council for Pastoral
Assistance to Health Workers or-
ganised a very important interna-
tional conference on the subject of
“longevity and the quality of life”.
At that conference subjects were
discussed which were very similar
to those which will be dealt with by
this thirteenth international confer-
ence which addresses itself to the
subject of “the Church and the el-
derly”. This meeting seeks to link
up with its predecessor and yet at
the same time strives to take a few
steps further foward. In his message
to those who took part in the inter-
national conference held in 1988,
the Holy Father complained that af-
ter the abandonment of the patriar-
chal model of the family the elderly
person had become relegated to a
position which was not suitable or
appropriate. The Pope went on to
suggest a series of measures to re-
store quality of life to this stage of
human existence. We now wish to
follow these observations and to en-
sure that in contemporary society,
which at the end of this millennium
is in a state of great change, elderly
people are given the positions
which are due to them. 

One path which helps us to find
the position and role which should
be given to the elderly person in
contemporary society is that which
is to be found in the spirituality of
the third age. In its context of ratio-
nalistic “effectiveism”, globalised
society is tired by an emptiness of
meaning and strives by a whole host
of paths to escape the state of sub-
jection to which it has been reduced
by an exaggerated adherence to
technology. For this reason, there is
a search everywhere for spirituality

as an overall life-project, the fruit of
solid beliefs and aspirations. Here
we encounter the idea of the elderly
person as a practical realisation and
fulfillment of a real and authentic
overall life-project. But this is not
merely a project, it is also an
achievement – the elderly person
has already written a large part of
the project of his life and he is now
bringing it to a close. From this full-
ness the elderly person has a major
contribution to make to contempo-
rary society – a contribution which
is full of energy and meaning. 

We need to retrieve wisdom –
that comprehensive knowledge
which is the fruit of other forms of
knowledge and which, beginning
with revelation and experience and
moving through all the stages of the
achievement of knowledge, then re-
turns to the experience of life and
provides it with a profound sense of
meaning. 

The wise words of the elderly
person and his contribution to con-
temporary society are valuable in
expressing the way in which true
spirituality is achieved and in de-
scribing the means by which one
can escape materialist subjection in
order to breathe anew in an authen-
tic existence. This is a joyous chap-
ter which concludes a life, and
where hope strongly overcomes
memories of the past and there is a
self-opening which acts as a lumi-
nous horizon for the whole of
mankind, not only in the mere sys-
tematic sense of a doctrine but in the
whole complexity of a life which
has reached its peak. 

The United Nations will dedicate
1999 to the elderly person. We are
anticipating that fact by illuminat-
ing the elderly person in the light of
revelation. We are in the year of the

Holy Spirit who enlightens us and
unites us in his Church. Thanks to
this light we begin our journey and
place our studies on the elderly per-
son within ecclesial communion. In
this approach the answer given to
today’s world is to be found in how
we offer to others the spirituality of
the elderly person. In this way, be-
ginning with the Spirit, the elderly
person’s project and the overall
achievement of his life are outlined.
In this way in this stage of life,
which gathers together the whole of
existence, what is life emerges to
the full, and to today’s man new
horizons are provided by which to
give sense and unity to the process
of globalisation in which we are im-
mersed. 

For this reason our international
conference will be divided into four
parts. In the first we will examine
the model of the elderly person ac-
cording to the plan revealed to us by
God. In the second we will compare
and contrast in scientific and philo-
sophical terms the actual reality of
the elderly person in our world soci-
ety with this model. In the third part
an attempt will be made to examine
this reality and to explore it in the
light of the spirit and revelation in
order to understand with wisdom
what the elderly person is and rep-
resents. Lastly, we will outline cer-
tain pastoral lines of action which
could work to integrate the elderly
person more closely and more suc-
cessfully into ecclesial communion.  

The methods employed will vary
in character. In fundamental terms
we will follow three lines of ap-
proach – there will be a series of pa-
pers which analyse the various as-
pects of the whole question; a num-
ber of round table discussions; and
finally free contributions by those

JAVIER LOZANO BARRAGÁN

Greeting and Introduction

thursady
october

29
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who are present in the hall of the
conference. 

Our Pontifical Council was
brought into being by John Paul II in
order to express the care and con-
cern of the Church for sick people
and to adapt the apostolate of mercy
of health care workers to the new
needs which arise and which are in a
constant state of flux. We hope that
we will be enlightened by our inter-
national conference and that we will
be able to adjust the apostolate of
mercy of health care workers to the

mission that they must carry out to-
wards this privileged stage of life,
namely old age.

It only remains to me to thank
you very much for your presence at
this conference. I would like in par-
ticular to thank the speakers and
chairmen who, with so much gen-
erosity and evident professional ex-
pertise, have agreed to discuss and
perform the various subjects and
tasks which have been entrusted to
them. 

I would now like hand over to

Cardinal Fiorenzo Angelini, Emeri-
tus President of this Ministry, who
will make an address of greeting to
those who are present and thereby
begin this thirteenth international
conference dedicated to the subject
of the Church and the elderly. 

His Excellency 
JAVIER LOZANO BARRAGÁN

Emeritus Archbishop-Bishop of Zacatecas,
President of the Pontifical Council for

Pastoral Assistance 
to Health Care Workers,

the Holy See.

FIORENZO ANGELINI

The Elderly: Experience and Wisdom

In his speech to conclude the
third international conference
which was held in 1988 on the sub-
ject of “longevity and quality of
life,” the Holy Father John Paul II
observed that “the close relation-
ship which is rightly perceived be-
tween longevity and quality of life
confirms that a percentage increase
in life expectancy cannot be seen as
an authentic advance if the quality
of life does not rise corresponding-
ly.”1

In religious and non-religious
writing down the ages – from the
sublime maxims of the Bible on the
elderly to Cicero’s Cato Maior De
Senectute, from Paolo Mantegaz-
za’s Elogio della Vecchiaia2 to the
Conquest of Happiness by Bertrand
Russell (1872-1970)3 and on to the
very recent work on the subject
written by the Nobel prize winner
Rita Levi Montalcini4 – the number
of works which praise a serene and
active old age are limitless. 

In discussing the elderly, empha-
sis is commonly placed upon the
virtues of wisdom and prudence,
the integrating power of family
units, the guarantee that is offered
of greater balance in the life of the
social community, and the impor-
tance of example and experience. 

However, there is also a wide-
spread opinion and feeling which
Simone Beauvoir describes with

the following words in her work La
Terza Età: “The vast majority of
men accept old age with sadness or
with rebellion; it provokes more re-
pugnance than death itself.”5 And
Norberto Bobbio has recently writ-
ten: “The time of the old person... is
the time of the past. Whereas the
world of the future is open to the
imagination, and no longer belongs
to you, the world of the past is the
time where you take refuge in your-
self through remembering...The el-
derly person lives through memo-
ries of memories...”6

What Giacomo Leopardi de-
scribes as the “hated threshold” is
such for most human beings not on-
ly because it is near to the reality of
the end of earthly existence and to
the mystery of life beyond this
earth, but also because in parallel
with the quantitative expansion of
the “third age” there is also the phe-
nomenon of the expanding dimen-
sions of the marginalisation of the
elderly person. 

During this conference eminent
speakers will give papers about the
teaching and the practice of the
Church in relation to old age during
the course of her history.

Veneration for, and the prestige
of, the elderly person have always
coincided in the experience of the
Church with the taking on of the
highest and heaviest responsibili-

ties in conformity with the biblical
statement that “the life of man is
like the light of the dawn which be-
comes clearer until the fullness of
day.” 

However, two phenomena, it
seems to me, characterise our times
in a powerful way.  At a subjective
and individual level, the crisis of
values, and above all else of a vital
and consistent faith and of the very
high value of the family, has made
the feeling of loneliness and of
abandonment experienced by elder-
ly people more painful. At a social
level, the replacement of the age-
old work of care carried out by the
Church by government structures
of assistance has condemned in-
creasing masses of elderly people to
marginalisation and abandonment.
Reference has been made, quite
rightly, to “the euthanasia of aban-
donment”7 and we all know about
so-called nursing homes which in
reality are nothing else but a kind of
antecamera to an imminent death. 

Within this context is to be locat-
ed the singular tendency to see el-
derly people – who in Italy, for ex-
ample, are near to constituting a
section of the population which is
larger in numerical terms than their
working counterparts – as a generi-
cally homogenous category wrong-
ly defined as being a “non-active”
social group. 
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The Mind does not Grow Old

It is thought that the human
species alone is aware of death, or
rather of the inescapable end of ex-
istence.

During our times anxiety at the
need to face up to the negative as-
pects of old age has replaced this
ancestral awareness. 

I think that I can fully support the
observation made by Rita Levi
Montalcini when she argues that the
real antidote to a negative vision of
old age is an awareness of our for-
midable mental capacities. Their
use does not wear them out but in
contrary fashion acts to strengthen
them and to bring out qualities
which were not expressed during
the whirlwind activism of the vari-
ous stages of previous living.8

The Aristotelian and Thomistic
idea that the transmission of,  and
the participation in, the intellectual
and spiritual patrimony in our pos-
session does not deprive us of it or
reduce it but enriches it further, has
an incontestable scientific basis be-
cause it has been demonstrated that
the activity of our brain lasts and is
prolonged in a way which corre-
sponds to the intensity of its use. 

This fundamental first principle,
however, is neither sufficient to ex-
plain the reason for the very many
extraordinary advances in the fields
of thought, art, social and humani-
tarian initiative achieved by people
who are well on in years, nor to pro-
vide those who are living this stage
of their lives with the impetus to
achieve a positive evaluation of it in
their approach to themselves and to
other people.

I would like to repeat the point: it
is not sufficient, but it is indispens-
able; and this is even more the case
when one comes to consider that
the various kinds of resources
which people of an advanced age
have available always have great
value when found in those individu-
als who, because of their special
condition or because of old age it-
self, suffer from physical infirmity. 

I have always argued in favour
of, and I have always sought to ex-
press, the idea at the level of gener-
al awareness that in pastoral assis-
tance in the health care field the re-
lationship between science and
faith do not only meet but also fuse,
and this is perhaps more the case

here than in any other field. 
In pastoral work few aspects

have the rational and scientific sup-
ports and connections which are to
be found in pastoral assistance in
the health care field. 

This is why – given that science
assures us of the opportunities we
have to greatly appreciate and
utilise our cerebral capacities dur-
ing old age – that it is the task of
pastoral assistance in the health
care field to respond to the question
of meaning which arises from this
need with suitable answers involv-
ing the evangelisation both of our-
selves and of other people. I use the
term “evangelisation” including in
its meaning all human and spiritual
values. 

The Holy Father lays great stress
on the need for, and the urgency of,
a new evangelisation – new, obvi-
ously enough, not in its contents,
but in its method, its forcefulness
and its expressions.

Pastoral assistance in the health
care field has its fundamental code
in the celebration of the Gospel of
life, and in doing this such assis-
tance must look to life from its con-
ception to its natural end. 

It is therefore necessary and ur-
gent for us to see the increasing
number of elderly people as a field
which is in especial need of remedi-
al action and to rediscover strong
motivations which can make elder-
ly people be present in social life
and the life of the ecclesial commu-
nity, as indeed is set out in an im-
portant but perhaps rather forgotten
document of the Italian Episcopal
Conference: “Evangelisation and
the Culture of Human Life”. In this
document, in fact, we read the fol-
lowing telling words: “Let us redis-
cover and appreciate positively first
of all the potential of the human and
spiritual wisdom, of the experience
and of the sensitivity, which the el-
derly person bears with him. How
marvellous it would be if the elder-
ly person himself recognised before
other people, and communicated to
other people, the gifts which have
matured within him during the
course of his long life and if society
and the Church herself could draw
renewed strength in a better way
from the many contributions – at an
active level as well – which so
many elderly people can make!”9

We all know that it is often the

case that experience is none other
than the memory of errors which
have been committed, and it is for
this reason that the Bible calls on
everybody to cross the threshold of
the home of an elderly person so of-
ten that it begins to wear out.10

A neglect of a positive approach
to this patrimony or a policy of
merely consulting it with reference
to the few people who have entrust-
ed it to their writings involves
widening the gap between the gen-
erations and increasing the sense of
loss of the young generations.

It is certainly the case that the
older generation has a strong debt
towards the young generations –
that of guaranteeing to them the in-
heritance of that patrimony which is
indispensable to the forward march
of civilisation. Yet if society and the
Church must render this transmis-
sion possible, at the same time it is
up to people of an advanced age to
be aware of the wealth that they
possess and to ensure that they hand
it on to the builders of the future. 

The Ambiguity 
of the Concept of Assistance

The tendency of both public
structures and at times Church
structures to look at the category of
elderly people solely with reference
to the infirm and to those who can
no longer look after themselves, has
led people to forget that the number
of elderly people whose active and
operative abilities must be redis-
covered and suitably taken account
of is in reality much higher. 

Too often the end of a job be-
cause a person has reached the age
limit becomes the end of every
form of work. But in reality to each
age there corresponds a specific
function which the forms of experi-
ence and the wisdom which have
been acquired enable to be per-
formed in the best way possible. 

In my judgement there prevails,
however, a concept of assistance
which is often ambiguous both be-
cause it is reductive in character
and because it is the result of the
common view that old age, because
it is the last stage in life, is to be
seen merely as something which is
soon to terminate. And this, it may
be pointed out, at a time when in re-
ality old age is becoming the
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longest phase of life. 
Chronological facts, therefore,

are not sufficient for a qualitative
definition of the age of a man. Age
must be seen in a distinct way both
from a biological point of view, and
in psychological, mental and social
terms.

Apart from the fact that every-
body, in one form or another, needs
assistance, I believe that the time
has come when elderly people who
have good health and who are able
to engage in intense and fruitful
work should be the spokesmen for
their age group, for those elderly
people who need qualified assis-
tance because they are afflicted by
serious pathologies which mean that
they cannot manage on their own. 

It is to be expected that in the
near future there will be a gradual
attenuation of many of the psyco-
physical factors which in the case of
the elderly accentuate the clash
with the younger stages of life. 

In essential terms, all the features
of the first, second and third ages
make up a single projection of
many needs, each of which cannot
be considered without reference to
the overall framework of life as a
whole. This is because they all three
are interconnected and conditioned
by each other. 

As a result, elderly people need
the assistance of individuals and so-
ciety as a whole in a special way be-
cause they find themselves experi-
encing many situations which be-
long to the first and second ages of
life as well. Every human being is
in potential terms destined to reach
old age and the progress of science
cannot on the one hand lead to an
increase in human life expectancy
being seen as an advance and an
achievement, and then, on the other,
see the increase in the number of el-
derly people as constituting a threat. 

Furthermore, the interconnec-
tions between the different stages of
life naturally raise a number of
problems which cannot have rapid
or total solutions but which require
a comparative evaluation based up-
on the priorities of co-ordinated and
progressive action. 

In other words, an increasing
number of elderly people are now
called upon to be protagonists at all
levels of social life. I would like to
stress at all levels because the tak-
ing into account of a few even at

very high levels seems now to be a
necessary and taken for granted ex-
ception which in actual fact ne-
glects the very many who have
things to say and who have tasks
which they can perform very well. 

When fully effective elderly peo-
ple were very few in number old
age was considered a condition of
privilege because it was unusual. 

Today this is a privilege offered
to the whole of the social communi-
ty. This is why the idea of assis-
tance, too, must involve all its com-
ponent parts in order to be fully re-
alised and implemented at a practi-
cal level.

Without a full appreciation of ac-
tive and operative elderly people
there will be no suitable assistance
for those who need a great deal of
care and who are afflicted by
pathologies which condemn them
to marginalisation. 

The Church – above all through
the bodies and many instruments of
pastoral assistance in the health
care field (which is pastoral assis-
tance within health care and in
favour of health and not merely
pastoral assistance solely for the in-
firm) – is today called to intensify
her presence in the world of the el-
derly by expanding the concept of
assistance to all those forms of soli-
darity which in order to be authentic
expressions of charity must solve
the primary problem of justice.

John Glenn: 
in Space at 77

1. In all that has been said and
written about the fact that John
Glenn, 36 years after his space mis-
sion (1962), asked, and was able, to
return to space, two elements strike
one which in my opinion are in op-
position: 

a) the first is the insistence on the
publicity side of the initiative which
leads to a neglect of the risks run by
this elderly astronaut in this under-
taking; 

b) the second is the emphasis
with which it has been stressed that
John Glenn’s choice is of an all
American character and something
which it difficult to reconcile with
the image of a tranquil, wise, pru-
dent and serene old age. 

2. It seems to me that two ele-
ments have been neglected or only

referred to in passing – the basic
difference which exists between
courage and foolhardiness on the
one hand, and the fact that in essen-
tial terms John Glenn’s decision is a
hymn to life on the other. 

3. Foolhardiness amounts to a
failure to appreciate risks and dan-
gers. Real courage, on the other
hand, involves a responsible and
balanced approach to risk and dan-
ger.

John Glenn’s decision is a hymn
to life, and life in old age is some-
thing which must maximise all its
resources. This has been shown to
be the case in many contexts and in
many different areas of research,
science, art and literature. The
Bible says the same and applies to
those who have really fulfilled
themselves in life the following
maxim: “But the path of the right-
eous is like the light of dawn which
shines brighter andd brighter until
full day” (Proverbs 4: 18). 

4. John Glenn’s action is a hymn
to life because it will become trans-
formed into a great contribution to
science, especially with regard to
investigation into our knowledge
about the third age which has now
become the longest of the ages
which we live, and which when
lived to the full in reality is ageless.
From this point of view, I think I
can fully agree with the conclusion
offered by Rita Levi Montalcini in
her recent book on old age where
she argues that the true antidote to a
negative vision of old age is an
awareness of our formidable cere-
bral capacities whose use does not
wear them out but strengthens them
and well brings out qualities which
were not expressed in the forceful
activism of the previous stages of
living (Rita Levi Montalcini, L’As-
so nella Manica a Brandelli, Milan,
Baldini and Castoldi, 1998, p. 150). 

5. It is also striking that it is pre-
cisely in advanced societies that eu-
thanasia is proposed, that the rights
of elderly people are often neglect-
ed, that submerged euthanasia is
practised in many nursing homes,
and that  appeals are made to a
pseudo-humanitarianism to protest
against the risks which John Glenn
is supposed to run in space. The risk
involved cannot be separated from
human actions, and the more such
actions are noble the more risks
they involve. 
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And what can be said about the
rash and fatal risks encouraged by
the mentality which now prevails
and which leads many young peo-
ple and not so young people to risk
their lives every day to no purpose
or for reasons which are completely
futile and empty? 

6. I would like to make a further
observation. In a time like ours
when so little space is given to
amazement, wonder and admira-
tion towards the things which real-
ly matter, John Glenn’s action has
all the appeal of great undertak-
ings. This astronaut has certainly
taken into account the fact that this
action could cost him his life
(something which he also did in
1962). If his motives are really
those I have referred to, he will en-
counter life.

Amongst the first astronauts in
space there was someone who de-
clared that he had not met God in
the ethers. God is not be met in
space if he is first not encountered
on the earth. John Glenn will not

need to look for God – it will be
God, the giver of every life, who
will come to meet him. 

His Eminence Cardinal 
FIORENZO ANGELINI,

Emeritus President of the Pontifical
Council for Pastoral Assistance 

to Health Care Workers,
the Holy See
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“Honour the face of an old man,
and you shall fear your God: 

I am the Lord” (Lev 19:32)

In the Church’s reflection on the
Old and New Testaments the elder-
ly person is the bearer of a rich in-
heritance of experience which is
acquired down the years. This pa-
trinomy enables the elderly person
“to be the provider of wisdom, a
witness to hope and charity”, to
employ the words chosen by John
Paul II in his encyclical Evangeli-
um Vitae (n. 94). This paper is or-
ganised around three principal sub-
jects which are indicated by the
sub-headings.

1. The Elderly Person, Rich 
in Wisdom and Experience, 
Witness to his own Faith

In glaring contrast to our post-
modern culture which has a quite
contrary view, Holy Scripture pre-
sents the elderly person in a very
specific way: the longevity of old
age is seen as a sign of divine bless-
ing, as a treasure not only for the
person concerned but also – when
example and witness enable that el-
derly person to hand on the wisdom
of God – as a gift for other people. 

a) Long life is a sign of divine
blessing. Holy Scripture certainly
lays down the temporal limits
which cannot be overcome: “The
years of our life are threescore and
ten, or even by reason of strength
fourscore” (Psalm 90:10). The sage
Ben Sirach is rather more generous
and offers an additional breathing
space for the length of life: “What
is man?...The number of a man’s
days is great if he reaches a hun-

drend years” (Sir 18:8-9). Side by
side with these human calculations,
God himself establishes the limit to
the human lifespan, a limit which
will never be overcome: “The Lord
said...his days shall be a hundred
and twenty years” (Gen 6:3). 

There are, however, some excep-
tions to this rule. Before the Flood
the lifespans of the patriarchs were
at the level of legend – Math-
usalemme was said to have lived
for 969 years. After the Flood,
within the compass that is to say of
actual historical time, Abraham
lived for 175 years, Sarah his wife
lived for 127, Moses lived for 120 –
the perfect number according to di-
vine declaration – Aaron for 123
and Job for 140. To tell the truth,
the only historically verified data
that we have available for ancient
Israel indicates a lifespan for the
kings of Israel of about sixty years
of age, with David reaching the
record of 70. One king in two died
before the age of 50, and after the
exile of the Israelites lifespans set-
tled down to about 60 (cf Lev 27:1-
8).  Old age is seen as a blessing
and this is especially the case if it is
happy. God limits this grace to, and
explicitly bestows it upon, three
people: Abraham, who “will be
buried in a good old age” (Gen
15:15), Gideon, who “died in good
old age” (Deut 8:22) and David
who “died in a good old age, full of
days, riches and honour” (1 Chron
29:28). On these three occasions
we encounter the same idea of hap-
py old age. 

But does old age bring with it on-
ly benefits and advantages? Those
who do not grow weak are few in
number, such as the courageous
Moses whose “eye was not dim,
nor his natural force abated” (Deut

34:7), or Caleb who was able to de-
clare: “I am still as strong to this
day as I was in the day Moses sent
me; my strength now is as my
strength was then, for war, and for
going and coming” (Josh 14:10-
11). Apart from these exceptions,
physical and at times mental debil-
ity accompanied by illness seem to
be the common destiny of people.
Isaac was blind: “old and his eyes
were dim so that he could not see”
(Gen 27:1) and Jacob’s “eyes...
were dim with age, so that he could
not see” (Gen 48:10). David was
confined to bed: “old and advanced
in years; and although they covered
him with clothes, he could not get
warm” (1 Kings 1:1). Jacob was
afraid that he would not be able to
survive the death of Benjamin and
had to lean “on the end of his staff”
(Deut 11:21). Barzilai was no
longer able to discern “what is
pleasant and what is not” and his
hearing was impaired because he
could no longer listen to “the voice
of singing men and singing
women” (2 Sam 19:36). 

The biblical sage thus distin-
guishes between two kinds of
death. On the one hand there is the
death of the happy man who seems
to fear death: “O death, how bitter
is the reminder of you to one who
lives at peace among his posses-
sions, to a man without distrac-
tions, who is prosperous in every-
thing, and who still has the vigour
to enjoy his food!”. On the other
there is the death of the tired old
man who actually wishes to die: “O
death, how welcome is your sen-
tence to one who is in need and is
failing in strength, very old and dis-
tracted over everything, to one who
is contrary and has lost his pa-
tience” (Sir 41 1:2). Happy long
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life, however, has its pre-conditions
– how, then, can we prevent an un-
happy old age and pave the way for
old days of happiness and good for-
tune? 

A large number of biblical pas-
sages link long life, which is seen as
a blessing, with the performance of
loyalty to divine commandments
and precepts: “you shall keep his
commandments which I command
you this day, that it may go well
with you, and with your children af-
ter you” (Deut 4:40). And the Fa-
ther warns the son: “My son, do not
forget my teaching, but let your
heart keep my commandments; for
length of days and years of life and
abundant welfare will they give
you” (Prov 3:1-2). Furthermore, the
promise made to Solomon is cate-
gorical: “And if you will walk in
my ways, keeping my statutes and
my commandments, as your father
David walked, then I will lengthen
your days” (1 Kings 3:14). 

Lastly, the long life described in
the prophecy of the times of the
Messiah is not without a secret nos-
talgia for the first days of paradise:
“No more shall there be in it an in-
fant that lives but a few days, or an
old man who does not fill out his
days, for the child shall die a hun-
dred years old, and the sinner a
hundred years old shall be ac-
cursed” (Is 65:19-20; cf Zac 8:4-5). 

Old age is a blessing when it has
involved loyalty to divine advice
and teachings, and is a treasure
house of knowledge, a capital of
experience, and a reserve of lived-
out observations and acquired wis-
dom. In essence, it unites common
sense with an acute discernment
which has become natural and
spontaneous, a capacity for pru-
dence, and a sense of moderation.
“Wisdom is with the aged”, de-
clared Job, “and understanding in
length of days” (Job 12:12). The
whole of the Bible is full of praise
for the elderly who are rich in years
and wisdom. “How attractive is the
wisdom of the aged and under-
standing and counsel in honourable
men! Rich experience is the crown
of the aged, and their boast is the
fear of the Lord” (Sir 25:5-6). The
acquisition of wisdom, the preroga-
tive of old age, is only possible
when there is fear of God – the
blessing of old age corresponds to
loyalty to divine law. 

b) Long life blessed by God,
which is very far from a policy of
shutting oneself up in a narcissistic
autonomy, is a gift to other people
through the transmission of wis-
dom. This is especially evident in
the literary genre which involves
“the bequeathing of a testament by
an ancestor”. The three great patri-
archs engage in such activity.
Abraham makes his old servant
swear that he will find a wife with-
in his own kindred for his son Isaac
in order to ensure that his issue will
not be subjected to any admixture
of Canaanite blood (Gen 24:1).
Isaac gives his blessing to Jacob
and not to Esau (Gen 27:1). Jacob
makes Joseph promise him that he
will bury him with his fathers (Gen
47:29-31) before going on to bless
Ephraim and Manasseh (Gen 49).
Joshua calls for complete loyalty
towards the Lord (Josh 23) and
David (1 Kings 2:2) urges Sa-
lomon – the sage per excellence –
to embrace the virtue of persever-
ance. 

Once again it is not old age in it-
self which makes people wise but
loyalty to the Word of God: “I un-
derstand more than the aged for I
keep thy precepts” (Psalm
118:100). God can confer wisdom
upon a child, as happens in the ep-
siode where Susanna is acquitted
and saved by the young Daniel
whom the elders ask to sit amongst
them because “God has given you
that right” (Dan 13:50). In this way
the death of a just man full of wis-
dom becomes the same as long life
and this is because: “the righteous
man, though he die early, will be at
rest. For old age is not honoured for
length of time nor measured by
number of years; but understanding
is in grey hair for men and a blame-
less life is ripe old age” (Wis 4:7-
9). Wisdom comes from exemplary
experience both at a religious and
at a moral level, something which
is the opposite of false wisdom –
the wisdom of the flesh as it was
called by the Fathers of the Church.
For the disciples of Jesus the elder-
ly person occupied a special posi-
tion. Thus it is that the Apocalypse
portrays the Son of Man surround-
ed by twenty-four elders dressed in
white (4:4) – similar in character to
the elders to be found in Daniel
(7:9-10) – and lays down that “the
hair on his head was like wool

snow-white” (1:14). On the day of
his eightieth birthday Pope John
XXIII referred to the words of
St.Leo the Great: “Aetas largitur ut
devotioni proficiat – the gift of old
age must lead to piety”. 

We need to prepare for old age in
line with the injunctions of the bib-
lical sage: “You have gathered
nothing in your youth; how then
can you find anything in your old
age? What an attractive thing is
judgement in grey-haired men, and
for the aged to possess good coun-
sel!” (Sir 25:3-6) In contrary fash-
ion, there is nothing more hateful
that an old person who is without
good sense (Sir 25:2). 

c) The example which is set is
meaningful and determining! Such
is the judgement of the Word of
God in relation to two elderly peo-
ple who are liars and lascivious and
who figure in the episode about Su-
sanna: “Iniquity came forth from
Babylon, from elders who were
judges, who were supposed to gov-
ern the people” (Dan 13:5). They
abandoned good sense and neglect-
ed to turn their gaze towards heav-
en, forgetting thereby its wise
judgements. Eli of Shiloh, aged 98,
is one of those elderly people who
are not chosen as models to be fol-
lowed by the Old Testament – he
fails to punish his sons who have
gained from sacrifices, even though
it is true that “his eyes were set so
that he could not see” (1 Sam 4:15-
18). In the Gospel of mercy Jesus
wants to pardon and save the adul-
terous woman who would later be-
come St. Mary Magdalene whereas
the elderly people present want to
stone her (Jn 8:9) – their hearts
have become arid and without mer-
cy, and thus we could say that they
are old in age but not in humanity. 

In contrary fashion, the good ex-
ample set by elderly people
achieves an effective and forceful
transmission of the Word of God.
The psalmist bears this point out
with eloquence: “our fathers have
told us” (Psalm 44). One of the
finest examples of an old age which
inspires the generations is that of
Eleazar who, at the age of 90, pre-
ferred martydom rather than having
to perform a fictitious act contrary
to his faith which in turn would
have run the risk of diminishing
that faith amongst the young gener-
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ations. The holy places were pro-
faned, the temple was dedicated to
Jove, the parvis was used for or-
gies, and impure animals – pigs in
particular – were sacrificed on the
altars. The religious practice hand-
ed down and followed by the Fa-
thers had disappeared and many
Jews had gone over to the religious
practices of the invaders. In order
to break the spirit of this old man
the enemies of God came up with a
hurtful solution – to make him pre-
tend to eat pork which at the last
moment would be secretly replaced
by mutton. In this way Eleazar
would have saved his life and pub-
licly met the requirements of the
king but at the price of a small lie.
False spirits, it may be observed,
are always accomodating. 

In opposite fashion, Holy Scrip-
ture describes Eleazar in the follow-
ing terms: “worthy of his years and
the dignity his old age and the grey
hairs which he had reached with
distinction and his excellent life
even from childhood, and moreover
according to the holy God-given
law”. He replied immediately by
asking the Romans to consign him
to the hands of death: “Such pre-
tence is not worthy of our time of
life...lest many of the young should
suppose that Eleazar in his ninetieth
year has gone over to an alien reli-
gion and through my pretence for
the sake of living a brief moment
longer, they should be led astray be-
cause of me, while I defile and dis-
grace my old age” (2 Mac 6). Thus
it was that Eleazar “died, leaving in
his death an example of nobility
and a memorial of courage, not on-
ly to the young but to the great body
of his nation” (2 Mac 6:31).
Eleazar’s old age, his prestige and
his constant and unswerving obedi-
ence to the law of God makes him a
model to be followed which is espe-
cially significant for our times.
When faced with a value which
gives meaning to life the number of
days which are left no longer mat-
ters. One no longer has before one a
cruel or premature death: “It is clear
to the Lord in his holy knowledge
that, though I might have been
saved from death, I am enduring
terrible sufferings in my body under
this beating, but in my soul I am
glad to suffer these things because I
fear him” (2 Mac 6:30). 

In the language used by the

Bible, fear of God is synonymous
with love of God, and this latter is
something which is demonstrated
by listening to his Word and putting
it into practice: “And now, Israel,
what does the Lord your God re-
quire of you, but to fear the Lord
your God with all your heart and
with all your soul, and to keep the
commandments and statutes of the
Lord, which I command you this
day for your good” (Deut 10:12).
“For your good”: “Man cannot live
without love. He remains a being
that is incomprehensible for him-
self, his life is senseless, if love is
not revealed to him, if he does not
encounter love, if he does not expe-
rience it and make it his own, if he
does not participate intimately in
it” (John Paul II, Redemptor Ho-
minis, n. 10). All Christians, and in
a particular way elderly people, are
witnesses to, and evangelisers of,
this truth – glad tidings indeed, al-
ways glad and always tidings on
this threshold of the third millenni-
um.  

Witnesses to a past which is rich
in faith and in experiences which
are truly human, elderly people
maintain the richness of spirit
which does not decline in the same
way as physical strength does:
“They still bring forth fruit in old
age, they are ever full of sap and
green, to show that the Lord is up-
right; he is my rock and there is no
unrighteousness in him” (Psalm 92:
14-15). 

This task of the elderly is
matched by the duty of the young to
listen to them: “do not disregard the
discourse of the aged” (Sir 8:9);
“ask your father, and he will show
you; your elders and they will tell
you” (Deut 32:7); and by the duty
to help them: “O son help your fa-
ther in his old age, and do not
grieve him as long as he lives; even
if he is lacking in understanding,
show forbearance; in all your
strength do not despise him” (Sir
3:12-13). In addition, there is the
fourth commandment: “honour
your father and your mother”. “Af-
ter God they are your first benefac-
tors. If God alone is good, indeed is
good itself, parents participate in a
special way in this supreme good of
God. And thus: honour your par-
ents! Here we encounter a certain
analogy with the worship due to
God”, observes John Paul II in his

Letter to Families (n.15). The
fourth commandment is closely
connected to the commandment of
love. Between “honour” and “love”
a very close bond exists. In essen-
tial terms, honour is connected to
the virtue of justice but this in turn
cannot be exercised to the full with
reference to love – love for God
and one’s neighbour. The family is
the expression and the source of
love. Through the family passes the
principal line of strength of the
civilisation of love which finds in
the family its social foundations
(ibid., n.15). 

The apostolic travels of John
Paul II have given the Holy Father
frequent opportunities to meet
groups of elderly people. He has
spoken to them with affection: “he
bows with respect in front of their
age and invites all men to do the
same” (cf John Paul II, speech to
the elderly people of Valenza, 8
November 1982). And his prede-
cessor Paul VI observed: “the value
of a civilisation is to be measured in
terms of the attention it pays to
these riches [human values] and as
a result to the guarantees which it is
able to offer to elderly people”. The
example set by these Popes is an
encouragement to us to demon-
strate our grateful affection towards
elderly people. 

2. The Elderly Person: Witness 
to, and Builder of, Charity

St. Paul provides his own sum-
mary of the virtues of elderly peo-
ple in his letter to Titus (2:2):
“sober, decent, orderly, soundly es-
tablished in faith, in charity, in pa-
tience”. The authentic positive fea-
tures of old age are to be found in
great self-government in a variety
of fields: the pleasures of the table
are damaged in the old person who
can no longer distinguish between
what is good to eat and what is not
(2 Sam 19:35), and the same can be
said of the pleasures of the flesh (cf
Gen 18:12). This self-government
is acquired after long experience:
“Wisdom is with the aged, and un-
derstanding in length of days” (Job
12:12). This wisdom is made up of
moderation and reflection, maturity
and modesty, in a word – self-fulfil-
ment and dominion over the slav-
ery of the devil, the flesh, and this
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world. Wisdom confers a detach-
ment which allows a man to rise
above the possessions of this world
without despising them and to see
the eyes and heart of God (John
Paul II, address to the elderly citi-
zens of Munich, 19 November
1980). The perfection of wisdom
rests upon three pillars which St.
Paul describes – faith, love and pa-
tience. The elderly person must be
robust, upright and decisive in his
faith. He acquires patience through
the difficulties of this life, strong in
his faith in God “to whom nothing
is impossible”. As for the charity
which is characteristic of elderly
people, does not the illuminated
gaze of grandparents towards their
grandchildren constitute an exam-
ple of exactly such a feature? “In
the eyes of the young there is fire.
But in the eyes of the old person
there is light” (Victor Hugo). 

In Holy Scripture there are many
fine examples of this. Nicodemus is
an elderly person and a member of
the Sanhedrim. He goes to Jesus
anxious to know and to examine in
detail his doctrine. “How is it possi-
ble that a man should be born when
he is already old? Can he enter a
second time into his mother’s
womb, and so come to birth?” (Jn
3:4). Jesus then explained the new
life of the Holy Spirit to him and
Nicodemus later remembered this
teaching and testified with courage
in favour of Jesus in front of the
Pharisees (Jn 7:52). 

Peter accepts the words of Jesus
with enthusiasm and allows him-
self to be inundated by the strength
of Christ which he receives without
any reserve whatsoever. He knows
how to ask forgiveness for his
weaknesses – differently to Judas –
and for Peter old age becomes a
privileged period of sacrifice: “as a
young man, thou wouldst gird thy-
self and walk where thou hadst the
will to go, but when thy hast grown
old, another shall gird thee, and
carry thee where thou goest, not of
thy own will” (Jn 21:18). 

Enthusiasm and a readiness to
leave everything behind one, in-
cluding earthly existence, in order
to follow Jesus; and a humble and
grateful welcoming of divine for-
giveness – such are the admirable
qualities of elderly people. “Your
unique experience enables you to
have a clear grasp of the relative

value of mere earthly things, it
draws you near to the Lord through
prayer and reflection, and it con-
firms you in your faith – these are
riches which never pass away”, de-
clared Paul VI in his speech to el-
derly people in Sydney, 2 Decem-
ber 1970. Location of the truth, ver-
itatis splendor; faith in Christ and
trust in the capacities of reason,
fides et ratio; filial self-placing in
the hands of God which are nothing
else but compassion; a welcoming
of his forgiveness and a longing for
heaven, sursum corda – these are
the values which, when experi-
enced and upheld by elderly peo-
ple, go on to echo in the hearts, the
souls and the spirits of the younger
generations. 

3. The Elderly Person 
as a Witness to Hope

The elderly person is a witness to
hope. We are reminded of this truth
by the example of Simeon and An-
na (Lk 2:22-38). Let us turn our
eyes to these two figures who wel-
come the Emmanuel in the temple
of Jerusalem. They had waited for
him for the whole of their lives and
experienced the great joy of seeing
him during the last days of their life
on earth. Simeon was an upright
and wise man who was waiting for
the consolation of Israel, and the
Holy Spirit was upon him. “He
went to the temple moved by the

Spirit”. He allows himself to be
guided by the Spirit, imbued with
the Spirit, and shaped by the Spirit,
and his reward does not fail to ma-
terialise: “and when the child Jesus
was brought in by his parents, to
perform the custom which the law
enjoined concerning him, Simeon
too was able to take him in his
arms”. To take the child Jesus in his
arms. What a great grace that was!
The liturgy makes this same obser-
vation with reference to St. Joseph:
“many prophets and kings who
have longed to see what you see,
and never saw it, to hear what you
hear, and never heard it” (Lk
10:24). 

The words spoken by Simeon,
who loves to say the late evening
prayers every late evening, are very
eloquent: “Ruler of all, now dost
thou let they servant go in peace,
according to thy word; for my own
eyes have seen that saving power of
thine which thou hast prepared in
the sight of all nations. This is the
light which shall give revelation to
the Gentiles, this is the glory of thy
people Israel” (LK 2:29-32). Of all
the words spoken about Christ
these are ones which are especially
meaningful. They are inspired by
the faith of a great expectation
which is nourished by deep wis-
dom. In the same way Anna, who
in the gospel is also called a
“prophetess”, “abode continually
in the temple night and day serving
God with fasting and prayer” (Lk
2:37) despite her eight-four years
of age. Prayer and repentence are
the basis of the Gospel – pray and
repent! The presence of an elderly
man and an elderly woman to wel-
come Jesus is highly symbolic –
they seem to take the place of our
ancestors Adam and Eve because
the Saviour has by now come to his
people to give his people knowl-
edge about salvation through the
remission of its sins (Lk 1:77). 

The Apocalypse is a book of
hope which shows the Church as
being the victim of every kind of
persecution down the ages, but she
is always victorious and is born
again thanks to divine help. The el-
derly people in the Apocalypse
confirm the primary importance of
praise, trust in, and love for the
truth. This final book of the in-
spired Word of God is shining with
such elements, and I love to ob-
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serve scenes from that book in the
wonderful mosaics of my cardi-
nal’s basilica of “Santa Prassede”:
“Round it were twenty-four seats,
and on these sat twenty-four elders,
clothed in white garments, with
crowns of gold on their heads” (Ap
4:4). These elders are next to
thrones. Beside the throne of God –
symbol of providence, the impact
of God on history and salvific ac-
tion through the Church, Jesus
Christ diffused and communicated
as Bossuet would say – they sym-
bolise the special influence of
these collaborators of God on the
history of mankind. The number
twenty-four, which is twice twelve,
refers to the twelve apostles and
the twelve tribes of Israel, some-
thing which unites the Old and
New Testaments in the sole people
of God. They are seated, that is to
say their function is stable and full
of respect. Their clothes are white,
the sign of a mysterious participa-
tion in the glorious resurrection of
Jesus Christ. These elders take part
in the resurrection – their function
is written into the vitality proper to
those who have risen again. The
crown of gold shows that they have
already gone through their life on
earth – which is the crown – with
the virtue of the strength which has
enabled them to be victorious. The
gold emphasises the value in-
volved because it is a great thing to
have overcome oneself and driven
out Satan from his rule over this
world. 

Because of the benefits which
mankind has acquired through
Christ, through his incarnation,
passion, resurrection and ascen-
sion, “the twenty-four elders fall
down in worship before him who
sat on the throne, who lives for ever
and ever” (4:10) and in praise of
him “threw down their crowns be-
fore the throne, crying out” in order
to express their gratitude and
homage towards God for the great
design of salvation. God is not only
celebrated for what He is but also
for what He does, namely the Cre-
ation: “Thou, our Lord God,
claimest as thy due glory and hon-
our and power; by thee all things
were created; nothing ever was,
nothing was ever created, but in
obedience to thy will” (4:11). They
wish for every glory because of the
infinite goodness of God, every ho-

nour because of his wisdom, every
power because God is all-powerful:
goodness, wisdom, omnipotence
all give rise to his forgiveness. 

The old man has experienced the
life-giving presence of Jesus Christ
is history – our Lord alone can open
the book in which man will read his
own history (5:5). This revelation
consoles the apostle who is deso-
late at not having found anyone
worthy of opening the book and
breaking the seals which contain
the secrets and the mysteries of the
history of salvation. The elderly
person plays an important role in
providing consolation in our anx-
ious and disorientated world. 

The elders are closely connected
to the Lamb (5:6) because it is he
who gives meaning and value to
their actions. The elders worship
him with harps (5:6), the instru-
ments of the earthly liturgy, and
with golden bowls: “each bore a
harp, and they had golden bowls
full of incense, the prayers of the
saints”. The harp is made of wood
and strings – the wood symbolises
the redemptive cross and the strings
are the saints of the Church who are
united in her communion. Each el-
der has his own harp because each
one takes part in an irreplaceable
way in the cross of the Saviour. The
link between the prayer of the
saints and divine transcendence
takes place through the elders – the
bowls become filled with the an-
swer of God who destroys evil. The

possession of the scroll by the lamb
is matched by a doxology sung by
the elders, by the host of angels,
and lastly by all creatures. The
meaning is clear – in order to reach
the fullness of the joy of heaven it
is necessary to pass through numer-
ous trials and tribulations and keep
in vital contact with the lamb, that
is to say with the risen Christ.

Their final appearance is charac-
teristic – the joy of the triumphant
hallelujah of good over evil leads
on to the final “amen” which fills
the future with hope.

The whole of the Church is in a
state of eschatological tension.
None of the goods of the earth can
satisfy man – he is made for heav-
en. The vision of paradise is the
hope of our eternal future. “One
can think legitimately that the fu-
ture of mankind is in the hands of
those who are able to transmit rea-
sons for life and hope to tomor-
row’s generations” (Gaudium et
Spes, n. 31). This role is entrusted
to all Christians and is the preroga-
tive of the elderly.

Conclusion

The place given to elderly peo-
ple, and approaches and behaviour
towards them, are the true criteria
of civilisation. John Paul II empha-
sises this in his post-synodal exhor-
tation Familiaris Consortio (n.27):
“there are cultures which demon-
strate special veneration and great
love for the elderly person... others,
on the other hand... lead and contin-
ue to lead elderly people to unac-
ceptable forms of marginalisation
which are a source at times of acute
suffering for elderly people them-
selves and spiritual impoverish-
ment for very many families... In
reality the life of elderly people
helps us to illuminate the ladder of
human values; reveal the continuity
of the generations and in wonderful
fashion to demonstrate the interde-
pendence of the people of God. In
addition, elderly people have the
charism of going beyond the barri-
ers between the generations before
such barriers emerge. How many
children have found understanding
and love in the eyes, in the words,
and in the caresses of the elderly!
And how many elderly people have
willingly subscribed to the inspired
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biblical words that “the children of
their children are the crown of the
elderly (Prov 17:6).”

Long life is a gift of God which
we must learn to make bear fruit. It
is conceded to us in order to render
the work of our lives perfect. “It
has a valuable contribution to make
to the Gospel of life” (Evangelium
Vitae, n. 94). Old age must also be
active. Perhaps it will not be such
in physical terms when there is ill-
ness or merely the fragility which
comes with age. At an intellectual
level, however, elderly people who
retain all their faculties know how
to transmit or teach the wisdom
which has been acquired during
their long lives. At a spiritual level
activity is not only possible but also
absolutely necessary – to love God

and our neighbour as ourselves.
Old age can well be a time of tri-

al which is accompanied by suffer-
ing, illness and for some by loneli-
ness. “Old age is a shipwreck”
wrote General De Gaulle in his
memoirs. And this seems to be
borne out by the trials of the body
and the spirit. But for the Word of
God this age, which is a sign of
blessing, a treasure of wisdom, and
witness to hope and charity, far
from being synonymous with ship-
wreck is a time of drawing near to
eternal life. 

Joseph Folliet, whom I knew
well when he was at the end of his
long life, prayed in the following
way: “Lord, you have established
the seasons of the year and of life,
make me a man for all seasons. I do

not ask you for happiness, I only
ask that my final season is beauti-
ful and thereby bears witness to
your beauty”. In the Word of God
the elderly person bears witness
with wisdom to his love which
draws him towards eternal life. The
first French bishop theologian,
Irénée de Lyon, said the same in
decisive terms: “Gloria Dei vivens
homo, vita autem hominis visio
Dei” – the glory of God is living
man. And the life of man is vision
of God. (Adversus Haereses IV 20,
7, Sources Chrétiennes 100/2, pp.
648-649). 

His Eminence Cardinal 
PAUL POUPARD, 

President of the Pontifical Council 
for Culture, the Holy See
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In his book “La Età della Vita”
Romano Gaudini asserts that every
move from one stage of life to an-
other is marked by an inner crisis.
In relation to the extent to which
this crisis is overcome, new values
appear and a new fullness of life
becomes possible.

Between childhood and adoles-
cence there is the crisis of puberty;
between adolescence and adult-
hood there is the crisis of experi-
ence; between adulthood and ma-
turity there is an experience of lim-
itations; and between maturity and
old age there is the crisis of detach-
ment.

This is bound up with the fact
that man grows old. The curve of
life descends and man becomes
aware of the drawing near of the
end. The ephimeral character of
things becomes increasingly felt.
The days, the weeks, the seasons,
and the years pass by in an acceler-
ating fashion. Events lose their im-

portance and fill life less and less.
How can this crisis be over-

come? Through an acceptance of
the end of life, of the ephimeral
character of things, and the de-
crease in their importance. But this
does not happen on its own. It is
possible for a man to avert his eyes
from the end which draws near and
to behave as though he is perenni-
ally young – something which is
pitiable. “The fact that he confuses
the fullness of life with youth is
one of the most disturbing phe-
nomena of our epoch”, asserts
Guardini (La Età della Vita, Paris,
Cerf, 1957, p. 115). 

It can also happen that a man ca-
pitulates when confronted with the
fact of growing old and attaches
himself to the days which remain to
him. This attitude is at the root of
serious phenomena of a senile ma-
terialism which bestows true im-
portance on what can be touched.
In order to overcome this crisis suc-

cessfully the end has to be accept-
ed, without being defeated by it and
without despising it with an attitude
of indifference and cynicism. 

Moral qualities of a high level
can then appear – discernment,
courage, calm, and a wish to en-
sure the perennial quality of what
has been experienced and the work
which has been carried out. Values
may affirm themselves which pre-
viously could not come forward.
From a perception of the fragility
of existence there can arise an ever
clearer awareness of what does not
pass. Furthermore, eternity pene-
trates existence and inundates it
with its light, as Victor Hugo Ob-
served: “We see the flame in the
eyes of the young. But in the eyes
of the old we see the light”.

His Excellency Mons. FRANC RODÉ
Archbishop of Ljubljana,

President of the Episcopal Conference
of Slovenia. 

FRANC RODÉ

The Flame and the Light
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MARIA JOSÉ RITTA SAMPAIO

No to the Isolation of the Elderly Person

In biological terms we remain
young for a much longer time. In
social terms we grow older much
earlier. This apparent paradox is
one of the most complex and seri-
ous social problems which without
doubt will go beyond the frontiers
of the new millennium. 

Traditional policies concerning
old age which see elderly people
as a stigmatised social class made
up of individuals consigned to sep-
aration and subject to deprivations
are no longer applicable. Elderly
people do not make up a separate
group and they have not broken
the chains of socialibility which
they have built up during their

lives. They continue to be parents,
relatives, aunts and uncles, and
grandparents. They continue to be
members of their communities and
citizens of their countries. Their
affections have not been dimin-
ished and their hopes have not
been lost.

The key to the problem perhaps
lies in not approaching “elderly
people” or “old age” as though
they were synonyms for isolation,
poverty or destitution but in restor-
ing to the “third age” the political
and civic dignity of adult citizens
in the fullest sense and in seeing
them as active, valuable, and capa-
ble of solidarity. 

The future which we want is that
of a society of inclusion based up-
on respect for the rights of man
and fundamental freedoms where
the generations will know how to
share and invest in a spirit of reci-
procity and will be able to actually
do this, thereby ensuring that
everybody will have the role and
position that they deserve. 

I am certain that this thirteenth
international conference will not
fail to help to sow this hope of a
life with all the age groups and a
community of all the age groups. 

MARIA JOSÉ RITTA SAMPAIO
Wife of the President of Portugal
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1. In appreciation of the 
contributions of the Church 
to Taiwan

First of all, I, on behalf of my
country and my people, would wish
to take this opportunity to express
our sincere appreciation to the con-
tributions of the Church of Taiwan
in past years. You may have heard
of the “economic miracle” and the
“miracle in democratic reform” in
Taiwan in the last decades, and they
certainly are outcomes of the joint
efforts of the government and the
people. However, in the process of
growth and development, religious
belief has always been in Taiwan a
source of social stability, of consola-
tion and of spiritual sanctuary. In the
early days of Christianity in Taiwan,
the Church was already concerned
with social welfare programs such
as health and medical care, educa-
tion, nurseries, and others. In these
and other areas, the Church has al-
ways played a very significant role.
In fact, the Church laid the founda-
tion for modern medicine in Tai-
wan. The 23 missionary hospitals
currently in operation in Taiwan are
providing the people, particularly
people in the mountain and remote
areas, with valuable medical care
services.

2. Unselfish Contributions

Many recipients of the annual
Medical Contributions Award in
Taiwan are foreign Catholic fa-
thers, priests, sisters, and brothers
who have left, for the love of Jesus
Christ, their far-away homelands
for the mountain areas and off-
shore islands of Taiwan to attend
to the needs of our people. To

these unfortunate people, they
have devoted, and very often, even
given, their lives. It is their un-
selfish contributions that have
brought to the sick endless love
and hope. This is most touching
and respectable.

3. Long-term care 
of the elderly in Taiwan

Of the 21.8 million population in
Taiwan, around 8% or 1.7 million
of them are elderly persons above
the age of 65 years. Of them, 950
thousand are suffering from all
kinds of chronic diseases, they visit
hospitals five times every three
months. 200 thousand of them live
alone; 90 thousand of them cannot
attend personally to their daily life,
and require long-term care.

Traditionally in Taiwan families
have played an important role in
the care of the elderly by providing
them with services, financial sup-
port, and emotional back-up. How-
ever, with changes in the social en-
vironment, the structure and func-
tions of families, and the increase
in double-income families and sin-
gle-parent families, although three-
quarters of the elderly wish to live
with their children in their old age,
they are often disappointed. The ra-
tio of the elderly living with chil-
dren has declined year by year; the
ratio of the elderly living alone or
in institutions, on the other land,
has increased. For financial sup-
port, more elderly are turning away
from their children to pensions or
social welfare.

To care for them my government
formulated in 1998 a three-year
plan for the long-term care of the el-
derly. The plan intends to consoli-

date care systems, to strengthen
professional assistance, to more ef-
fectively utilize the available med-
ical care and social resources, and
to establish more diversified care
institutions. In the next three years,
it is expected that 5.300 more beds
will be added to the beds now avail-
able in the existing 328 public and
private care institutions to serve
about 50 thousand elderly persons.
To allow the elderly to live at home
and in the community under famil-
iar circumstances, home care of the
elderly will be promoted, and func-
tions of the family maintained, thus
improving their quality of life and
protect their dignity.

In the long run, financial needs
are a major issue in the care of the
elderly. We are, therefore, in the
process of planning for a financial
system for long-term care by com-
bining welfare, social security, and
pensions together to make individ-
uals and the society jointly respon-
sible for the financial burdens of
long-term care. In this way, when
the government cares for one elder-
ly person, the government is in fact
caring at the same time for the fam-
ily members of the elderly. How to
consolidate the available limited
health care and social welfare re-
sources to provide the elderly with
adequate health care services to
meet their physical, psychological,
social, and economic demands is a
challenge which confronts us.

4. Love and tenderness

Naturally, to face the problem of
population ageing as a result of the
changes in age structure, govern-
ments are required to come up with
forward-looking plans involving the

CHI-SHEAN CHAN

Looking After the Elderly
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full participation of civic organisa-
tions, voluntary institutions, and the
public as well. We are pleased that
the Holy See, to meet the arrival of
the next millennium, has chosen
from churches all over the world,
100 social service projects which
are essential to the betterment of hu-
man life. In the 100 projects select-
ed, Taiwan is fortunate in having
two of them: one is the establish-
ment of halfway houses for AIDS
patients; the other is the establish-
ment of nursing care institutions for
elderly Alzheimer’s disease and de-
mentia patients to provide them
with a dignified old age. The two
projects are ongoing. The Church is
most appreciative of this endeavour.

As to the issue of euthanasia,
there have been many debates. Tra-
ditionally, we, the people of Tai-
wan, are of the belief, as stated by
Mencius, that “The body, even the
hair and the skin, comes from the
parents and should never be dam-
aged”. We believe that life is sub-
ject to the will of God, and individ-
uals alone should not decide on the
ending of life. Euthanasia, there-
fore, is not acceptable in Taiwan.
The establishment of a sound hos-
pice care system to help patients at
the terminal stage face death, to al-
low them to travel to the end of
their journey in peace, without
pain, and in dignity, which is our
direction and goal.

5. Conclusion

I once again thank the Church for
holding this Conference. The Con-
ference has put together the experi-
ence and wisdom of scholars, ex-
perts, and health care professionals
in order to promote development in
medical care and to improve the
quality of care services. We believe
that the standard of medical care
will be further improved.

I wish the Conference every
success. I wish all of you good
health.

Dr. CHI-SHEAN CHAN
Minister of Health, Department of Health,

the Republic of China
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Introduction

From a cultural point of view the
reality of old age in the world seems
to be a field of ambivalence and am-
biguity.1 Ideal and real culture stand
out and come together in the context
which it covers. In other words,
there are two images in relation to
old age or the third age. One of
these is positive and involves a pos-
itive appreciation. The other image
is negative and involves a removal
of positive perspectives. We are
dealing with a watermark in real
culture or daily life which presents
itself in stark terms to the eyes of el-
derly people.2 There is a surprising
and embarassing contrast and even
a contradiction between these two
images, or, to put it differently, be-
tween the views of the modern
world towards old age as a stage in
the cycle of life on the one hand,
and the devaluing practice of this
world as seen by elderly people
themselves on the other. 

In this paper attention is paid to a
field where the contrasts and the
contradictions are most surprising.
Reflections are also presented, after
this examination, on the life-experi-
ence, the integration and the loca-
tion of elderly people within society
as a whole. 

1. Old Age: a Field of 
Contrasts and Contradictions

When we draw near to the subject
of old age and the way elderly peo-
ple really live in today’s world, con-
trasts and contradictions immediate-
ly present themselves. This occurs
at the level of the research carried
out into the condition of elderly
people by anthropologists – special-
ists in the study of cultures; at the
level of the definition itself of old
age; and at the level of the imple-

mentation of the principles con-
tained in the cultural sphere and em-
braced by the members of ethnic,
national and international commu-
nities. 

a. At the Level of Research 
into Old Age

We all have already grasped, es-
pecially with regard to those peo-
ples which have a civilisation based
upon oral tradition, and we agree
with the idea, that “elderly people
are storehouses or reserves of infor-
mation”3 and that “every elderly
person who dies is a library which
burns.”4 Aware of this fact, re-
searchers – and especially those en-
gaged in ethnography – have often
used elderly people as sources of in-
formation for the studies that they
carry out. Some researchers have
confined themselves to recording in
writing the theories and the con-
cepts which such sources have sup-
plied them with.5 But curiously
enough, the same elderly sources
have themselves been the objects of
ethnographic research on a par with
elderly people in general.6 In the
same way, age, like gender, has al-
ways been recognised by all re-
searchers and by native peoples
themselves as a structural principle
which is of central importance for
social organisation. Researchers,
and especially African researchers
or researchers who are experts on
Africa, have devoted great time and
energy to seniority, the right of pri-
mogeniture, on the often tense rela-
tionships between the first-born and
their younger siblings, classes,
groups, age levels, and the stages in
the cycle of life. 

But, once again, the process of
growing old and elderly people
themselves are not subjects which
have been much studied. Clark is
right when he emphasises that in the

studies which have been carried out
there is an ethnographic hole or a
kind of monotonous description of
unvarying forms of behaviour be-
tween the end of the status of being
an adult (something which is stud-
ied a great deal) and funeral rites
(these  too have received detailed at-
tention).7 This absence is especially
evident in the case of Francophone
researchers. On the other hand, An-
glo-Saxon anthropology and ethno-
grpahy have tried on more than one
occasion to meet the challenge and
fill this gap.8 But scientific work in
this field remains a drop in the
ocean if compared, for example,
with the attention paid to childhood,
youth and adulthood, or with the
work done by historians or special-
ists on the literary arts. 

There certainly exist centres of
research, journals, associations in
the field of geriatrics, and the inter-
disciplinary study of old age, in to-
day’s world. But most of this work
and of forms of scientific  inquiry
have an economic, demographic
and psycho-health care orientation.
Equally, these studies are carried
out with reference to those stages of
life which occur prior to old age –
stages which are deemed to be more
worthy of attention. These are not
concerned with old age itself and
and are not carried out for the bene-
fit of old age. 

There are reasons behind this lack
of interest on the part of scientists
towards old age. One of these rea-
sons is that the modern world is a
world based upon production and
above all upon great material inter-
ests. Elderly people are rightly seen
as unproductive even if they were
productive when they were young
and during their adult lives, and
even if they use and create cultural
resources within society.9

Another reason is connected with
the fact that growing old involves a
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decline in people’s physical, mental
and intellectual capacities. This
leads elderly people to become de-
pendent upon those sections of soci-
ety which are still dynamic such as
the young and adults. Elderly peo-
ple are seen as people who ask for
things and are perceived as insa-
tiable consumers who do not de-
serve the goods and the services
which are produced by other people.
Their situation can perhaps be com-
pared to that of the third world’s re-
lationship to the industrialised
world. This latter turns its apparent-
ly benevolent gaze towards the for-
mer solely in order to gain access
more easily to its raw materials and
to inundate it with its surplus pro-
duction. 

The modern world is increasingly
mean and individualist in character
and thus cannot fail to marginalise
and forget about elderly people. 

A final reason behind this state of
affairs may be found in the fact that
the modern world is widely imbued
with a propensity to self-importance
and the attainment of personal pres-
tige. This is something which is also
to be found amongst scientists
themselves. As a result of the in-
creasing dominance of technology
and the unchecked expansion of the
modern audiovisual media, it is pos-
sible to detect even amongst re-
searchers an infatuation and great
interest in such news-worthy and
exciting subjects as AIDS, markets,
terrorism, drugs, sport, globalisa-
tion, national, regional and interna-
tional entities, and so forth. And
what can we say in such a context
about elderly people whose powers
are now on the downward slope and
who have been largely forgotten
about like old clothes in a chest of
drawers or spare parts thrown into a
garage – are such people still able to
gain the attention of those who love
what is new and are thrilled by ex-
citing adventures? 

This series of injustices has unde-
niable consquences for the life-ex-
perience, the integration and the lo-
cation of elderly people in the mod-
ern world. Thus do we return to a
previous observation.

b. At the Level of the 
Definition of Old Age

A certain ambivalence is also to
be found at the level of the definition
of old age. Westerners generally use
a chronological definition of what
constitutes old age. In many coun-

tries a person is considered to be old
when he or she reaches the age of
sixty-five. This is a chronological
measurement of the changes which
take place in the life cycle of the in-
dividual. But in addition to chrono-
logical time there is also  social time
and  historical time. Social time is a
succession of roles and forms of sta-
tus based upon age which take place
at different moments in the life cy-
cle. The determination of the mo-
ment of retirement is very often con-
nected to this time. Historical time,
on the other hand, is made up of a set
of economic, political and social
events connected to the individual
life of the members of a given soci-
ety.10 Thus it is said today that a per-
son born at the time of President
Kennedy in the United States of
America or of De Gaulle in France is
an adult whereas a person whose
birth took place during the First
World War or during the colonial pe-
riod in black Africa is old. These last
two ways of seeing time are func-
tional in character. They lay stress
upon the criterion of “performance”
and are those which are most used in
non-Western societies where it is
said that a person has become old
when he or she is no longer able to
perform his or her duties and dis-
charge his or her responsibilities.11

In a different way, in modern ur-
banised black Africa another idea of
old age is now widely accepted. It is
not connected with chronological
age but takes into consideration the
criterion of “performance” or the
spirit of initiative. “An old person”
is a male person, of any age, who
has achieved success during his life
so that he has become a point of at-
traction for his family and has a fol-
lowing of admirers. These “old
men” play a very important role in
the distribution of resources and in
the performance of the duty of soli-
darity. Here we are dealing with a
sociological form of old age. 

These ambiguities in how time is
considered and in determining the
actual age of old age also have con-
sequences for the life-experience of
elderly people who live in the mod-
ern world. 

c. At the Level of the Application 
of Cultural Principles

Every ethnic, national or interna-
tional community has an ideal ap-
proach to old age. This approach is
accepted by its members because it
is learnt during the processes of so-

cialisation and is reproduced by the
mass media and by official ideolog-
ical-political declarations. It formu-
lates a variety of presumed ideal
cultural principles in order to shape
the behaviour of the members of
that community. But at all times and
within the context of every tradi-
tional or modern human society
there has always existed a gap be-
tween these principles and their ac-
tual implementation. The rapid and
often unpredictable changes which
the modern world has undergone
only act to widen this gap, and this
is especially the case in post-indus-
trial societies whose new cultural el-
ements were analysed by A.Toffer
in his 1970 bestseller “Culture
Shock”.12

One of these cultural principles
is, for example, the ideal of filial
loyalty. In the modern world, with
its worries about production, perfor-
mance and effectivenes, elderly
people are excluded. They are shut
up in hospices and in collective res-
idences both in the West and in ur-
banised Hong Kong.13 In urbanised
black Africa, where the system of
hospices and collective residences
for elderly people do not exist be-
cause of a lack of interest on the part
of the public authorities or private
charitable institutions, elderly peo-
ple are largely condemned to having
to beg on the streets or to depend on
other people. Furthermore, in some
cases in families where elderly peo-
ple live there are conflicts or these
families are destabilised because of
tense relationships between elderly
people and other members of the
family unit. 

In rural black Africa the myth of
the harmonious integration of elder-
ly people by people of other age
groups has always been promoted
by a tradition which is now disap-
pearing and by a literature which is
somewhat nostalgic in character. In
reality, elderly people survive in a
state of oblivion and of material and
psychological dependence. Often
they receive only the crumbs which
fall from the table of their wage-re-
ceiving or farming adult children. In
some areas they enjoy only the ben-
efit of a more or less richly organ-
ised funeral rite because of the so-
cial prestige that such a rite confers
on the individuals or family rela-
tives who organise the funeral, or
out of a fear that there will be a per-
secution carried out by the spirits of
the dead people. 

Another example of such princi-
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ples is to be found in the fact that it
is the elderly people themselves
who most internalise their own cul-
ture. They bear the secrets of the tra-
ditions of that culture, they can offer
guidance as to its various configura-
tions, and they are incontestable ex-
amples of conformism. They are the
living beings who are closest to the
ancestors; they are the upholders of
traditions and of morality through
custom. They are, so to speak, the
accredited agents of the transmis-
sion of messages destined for indi-
viduals and groups.14 But the mod-
ern world excludes them because
they are traditionalists, conserva-
tives, and do not have a spirit of ini-
tiative. The cult and the veneration
of ancestors, which bestows value
upon them, are branded as being
idolatrous practices.

A third example of such princi-
ples in the ideal approach to old age
is to be found in the fact that elderly
people are the creators and the his-
torical witnesses of cultural prod-
ucts of the moment or of the nation-
al past. In the West they are swiftly
sent into retirement in line with laws
which are based upon chronological
or social assumptions or definitions
concerning age. In Africa, Asia or
Latin America elderly people can
still work. They are able to manage
their own affairs and those of their
adult children,15 to take part in social
contexts and maintain their own
identity,16 to engage in a little busi-
ness, and to contribute to the educa-
tion of children and occupy them-
selves with religious matters.17 They
can contribute to the life of the com-
munity and even themselves create
a community.18 But their contribu-
tion is thought to be marginal and is
seen merely in terms of the formal
and more important sector of social
life. Who in reality in the modern
world, apart perhaps for anthropolo-
gists, tourists and the collectors of
curios, still pays attention to the pro-
duction of straw mats, baskets, clay
vases, traditional medicines, magi-
cal and religious statuettes, or to
small trade carried on at the side of
the road or in the home? 

The gap between the ideal ap-
proach and the actual implementa-
tion of its principles as applied to
old age is authentically flagrant, and
this is something which involves
many problems for those who be-
long to the elderly age band. This
paper will now engage in a rapid ex-
amination of some of these prob-
lems in its second part. 

2. Ambiguities, Possibilities 
and the Third Age

Given these ambiguities, what at
the present time are the “possibilities
for the third age” and how can we
“give new life to old age”, to employ
two phrases from scientific work
which has been carried out into this
question?19

In economically advanced coun-
tries elderly people live and work for
a long time. This is the result of sci-
entific and technological progress
which has taken place. But they re-
main culturally marginalised be-
cause, as has already been observed,
they are seen as people who ask for
things and as consumers who do not
deserve the goods and the services
produced by other people. The peri-
odic welfare cheques which are giv-
en to them are seen more as a help
than as a duty or as a remuneration
for previously rendered services. In
third world countries, and especially
in black Africa, the value of these
cheques approaches the ridiculous. 

In poor countries elderly people
have short and brief lives. This is be-
cause they benefit less than their
counterparts in rich countries from
the advantages of modern life. Fur-
thermore, they no longer enjoy the
prestige which was previously ac-
corded to them by traditional society,
a social form which is now disap-
pearing, and more specifically the
exercise of authority, presence, a
monopoly of knowledge, the holding
of the secrets of the traditions of that
society, etc.

Elderly people, in this way, do not
only live in a marginalised way –
they also live in ambivalence and in
ambiguity, in a cultural dualism. The
historical-cultural past which they
have helped to create flees before
their eyes. They are excluded from
the cultural present and the cultural
future, and they live in a state of anx-
iety. They suffer from the famous ill-
ness of “culture shock” which was
brilliantly described by A.Toffler.20

They are obsessed by the spectre of
death. While waiting for death and in
order to survive they accept the ma-
nipulation of stereotypes and the
myths created about old age which
are advanced by the propagators of
the negative image of old age within
their societies. 

One of these myths is that created
by social workers which asserts that
old people are poor, sick, lonely or
psychotic. Another is that of the po-
litical world which says that old peo-

ple are bad and aggressive. Yet an-
other is that advanced by those in
charge of rest homes which states
that elderly people lack imagination
or a spirit of adventure and do not
know where to go.21 As Virginia
Kerns has demonstrated, in the
Caribbean elderly women use these
stereotypes to impose a demand for
goods and services on their grand-
children.22 But Seizmasko observes
that this demand is imposed more on
the public social services which have
to organise social welfare schemes.23

S.Vatuk, on the other hand, observes
that in India these stereotypes lead to
a behaviour based on withdrawal on
the part of elderly people.24

In a situation such as this the mod-
ern world must decide whether it
wants to:

– maintain elderly people in their
condition of marginalisation, depen-
dence, cultural dualism, and the ma-
nipulation of myths and stereotypes
in the way that they are seen – some-
thing which goes against the elemen-
tary rights of man and whose viola-
tion is so severely present in the con-
temporary world;

– or to attempt a reintegration of
elderly people into society through
the instrument of culture. To begin
with anthropologists, ethnographers,
and specialists in the study of culture
should place elderly people within
their areas of study and analysis.
Furthermore, it is certainly true that
we should not think of basing soci-
ety and the community on the single
criterion of gerontrocracy. It is an
undeniable fact that elderly people,
as has already been observed, no
longer have the physical, mental and
intellectual strength to make an ef-
fective contribution to the produc-
tion of material goods. But they can
still have a role in the production,
distribution and exchange of sym-
bolic goods. Families and ethnic, na-
tional and international communi-
ties must shoulder the responsibility
of reintegrating and relocating elder-
ly people. 

Conclusion

In this paper it has been observed
that from a cultural angle there are
different images of old age in the
modern world – a positive image
which involves a positive assess-
ment to be found in the approach of
cultural ideals, and a negative image
which devalues and which is to be
found in real culture or in actual be-
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haviour and attitudes towards elderly
people. The contrasts and the contra-
dictions between these two images
lead to elderly people being kept in a
state of marginalisation, dependence
and cultural dualism. They are thus
forced to experience dependence or
the manipulation of stereotypes and
myths created to their disadvantage
by those who spread this negative
image which the modern world
should thus seek to correct.

This work of correction can only
take place through an aware and re-
sponsible attempt at the reintegration
of elderly people into society
through the instrument of culture.
Anthropologists and ethnographers
must place old age and elderly peo-
ple within the frameworks of their
research. Rising above concern
about performance and effectiveness
in the production of material goods
and commodities, the criterion of
age must be re-assessed and elderly
people should be more closely con-
nected to, and associated with, the
production, distribution and con-
sumption of symbolic goods. 

We must remember that elderly
people do not make up a homoge-
nous group in the world.25 Old age,
indeed, is defined chronologically,
socially and historically. We have
before us an invitation to reintegrate
and relocate elderly people within
society, to search for special original
solutions, and to ensure that re-
searchers and the world’s nations en-
gage in a sincere and selfless work of

co-operation to promote and achieve
these solutions. 
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Introduction

Thank you for the opportunity
to participate in this important
conference examining the status
of the elderly in today’s world.
As Bert Kruger Smith said,
“Everyone has been a child. All
can understand through muffled
memory how childhood was. But
none has been old except those
who are that now.” What he is
saying is that our elders are
unique resources – for us, our
children, our towns, and our
countries – and this opportunity to
work with you on their behalves
is a special one indeed.

I appreciate, in particular, the
invitation to speak before this au-
gust group, as I believe the poten-
tial of the Pontifical Council for
Pastoral Assistance to Health
Care Workers to improve the
quality of life of our elders is
huge. I hope that our discussions
over the next three days will help
inform you in this important
work.

The task I have been given to-
day is to discuss the implications
of the ageing of the world’s popu-
lations on economics and health
status.  I will focus my comments
on the less-developed countries
wherever data permit, since their
populations as a whole are ageing
more rapidly than those of indus-
trialized or more-developed
countries and their needs are
more acute for reasons that I will
outline below. I will conclude my
presentation with recommenda-
tions on ways that I believe the
Pontifical Council can effectively
contribute to the health and well
being of elders worldwide. 

The epidemiologic transition

That we live in an ageing world
is now well recognized.  Rapidly
expanding numbers of older per-
sons represent a social phenome-
non without historical precedent.
The world’s elderly population –
defined in this paper as persons

age 60 and over – is expected to
approach 1.2 billion by the year
2025. As you heard earlier, as a
result of declines in fertility and
increased life expectancy the el-
der populations in most countries
are growing faster than their re-
spective population as a whole.

To date, population ageing has
been a prominent issue largely in
the industrialized nations of Eu-
rope, Asia, and North America. In
at least 50 such countries, 15 per-

cent or more of the entire popula-
tion is now age 60 or over. Figure
1 shows the world’s 25 oldest
countries. Coincidentally, our
host country, Italy, ranks number
one as the country with the largest
proportion of older people – just
over 22 percent of the total popu-
lation.

Figure 1 

In the industrialized nations
generally, the fact of population
ageing has engendered intense
public debate over issues that are
directly linked to the changing
age structure of their populations.
Issues debated include concerns
over the costs of health care, re-
tirement, social security and pen-
sion payouts, for example. What
is not as widely appreciated is the
fact that population ageing is oc-
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curring in less-developed coun-
tries as well. As Figure 2 demon-
strates, older populations in most
less-developed countries are
growing much more rapidly than
those in more-developed nations.
In fact, the world’s 60-and-over
population increased by more
than 12 million persons in 1995,
with nearly 80 percent of this in-
crease occurring in developing
countries.

Figure 2 

Within populations, different
age groups are growing at very
different rates. In many countries
of the world, the oldest old (those
75 years and older) are the fastest
growing portion of the elderly
population. In 1996, the oldest old
constituted nearly one-quarter of
the world’s 60-and-over popula-
tion, 30 percent in more-devel-
oped countries and 19 percent in
less-developed countries. As Fig-
ure 3 shows, a large proportion of
the oldest old resides in just four
countries:  the United States, Chi-
na, India, and Japan. However, in
the less-developed regions of
Asia, the Americas, and Africa
and the Near East, absolute num-
bers of the oldest old are also in-
creasing rapidly. This unprece-
dented increase in the numbers of
the oldest old is challenging social
planners to seek further informa-
tion about this group, since the
oldest old traditionally consume
disproportionate amounts of
health and long-term care ser-
vices. In fact, in the United States,
it is estimated that 80 percent of all
health care costs are accrued in the
last 15 years of life. 

Figure 3

IMPLICATIONS 
OF THE EPIDEMIOLOGIC 
TRANSITION

Burden of Disease 
and Disability

What are the implications of the
ageing of the world’s populations

on patterns and trends in the bur-
den of disease and disability?

As populations age, the relative
burdens of health problems that

predominate among adults – such
as depression, heart disease, and
cancers – gradually increase, while
the burdens of those that predomi-
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nate among children gradually de-
crease. While the industrialized na-
tions experienced this “health tran-
sition” earlier this century, it is cur-
rently well under way in less-de-
veloped countries. Within the next
20 years, therefore, it is expected
that dominant health problems of
the majority of the world’s popula-
tion will rapidly come to resemble
those of the industrialized coun-
tries today.

A recent assessment of global
health trends worldwide is shown
in Table 1. Table 1 suggests that
by the year 2020, ischemic heart
disease will likely replace respira-
tory infections as the world’s
leading cause of ill health, fol-
lowed by depression and road
traffic accidents.

Table 1 

Table 2 presents a similar
analysis for the developing coun-
tries. As you can see, it is estimat-
ed that by the year 2020 the types
of noncommunicable chronic dis-
eases associated with ageing pop-
ulations – for example, depres-
sion, ischemic heart disease,
chronic obstructive pulmonary
disease, and cerebrovascular dis-
ease – will represent major and
substantial causes of disease and
disability in the populations of the
developing world. The idea that
noncommunicable diseases are
linked to affluence is thus rapidly
losing credibility:  the dominant
diseases of Latin America or the
nations of China and India are in-
creasingly like those of the United
States and Western Europe.

Table 2 

In summary, the implications of
the epidemiologic transition and
resulting shift in global disease
burden are varied and profound.
The health problems of the North
are increasingly becoming those of
the South. Developing nations are
struggling to meet the challenges
that the rapid ageing of their popu-
lations and resulting increases in
noncommunicable chronic disease
rates pose for their health systems,
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even as they continue to grapple
with an unfinished agenda of dead-
ly infections, malnutrition, and
poor reproductive health. This
added burden on their already
stretched health systems is likely
to create further strains on national
and regional economies, with pos-
sible consequences for growth and
for international trade.

ECONOMIC ASPECTS

Income Levels

I would like to touch now on
some of the economic issues asso-
ciated with the ageing of the
world’s population.

In most countries of the world,
the elderly have lower levels of in-
come than do the nonelderly. This
is largely because a smaller per-
centage of the elderly work and,
therefore, do not receive employ-
ment income. In the more devel-
oped countries of the North, most
elderly receive some kind of social
insurance or occupational pension
that replaces some of their em-
ployment income after retirement.
This is not yet true for the majority
of elderly in developing countries.

Figure 4 presents the median in-
come of elderly populations in
seven industrialized countries as a
percentage of their respective na-
tional median household income.
As Figure 4 demonstrates, the el-
derly in all seven countries had in-
comes that were under their re-
spective national median house-
hold income.  For example, the in-
come of the elderly in The Nether-
lands in 1987 was 88 percent of
the national median household in-
come. This figure shows no clear
change in this economic measure
between the late 70’s/early 80’s
and late 80’s.

Figure 4 

Gender

When specific aspects of the el-
derly are considered, it becomes
clear that the elderly, as a group,
are as heterogeneous demographi-
cally, socially, and economically

as the nonelderly. One notable dif-
ference between these broad
groups, however, is the relative
number of women to men. Al-
though boys outnumber girls in
childhood in all countries, elderly
women greatly outnumber elderly
men in most nations. Thus, the
health and socioeconomic prob-
lems of the elderly are, to a large
extent, the problems of elderly
women.

For example, studies suggest
that women in more developed
countries are disproportionately
represented among the institution-
alized elderly. In both Canada and
Israel, 70 percent of institutional-
ized persons aged 65 and older are
women.  In the United States,
three-fourths of the elderly in nurs-
ing homes are women, and this
percentage rises with increasing
age.

The need for support among
older women is particularly strong
in developing countries. Women in
less-developed countries are more
likely than men to be poor. They
are also less likely to be literate or
numerate or to have received any
formal education than younger
women or men their own age.
While older women may have
managed the household economy
or worked in the informal job sec-
tor, their lack of experience in cop-
ing with the wider world tends to
make them more vulnerable than

men to economic and legal ex-
ploitation.

Marital Status

With respect to marital status,
widowhood rates rise with age for
both sexes. Most elderly men,
however, are married. Quite the
opposite is true for women. In 31
of 47 developed and developing
countries surveyed, a greater per-
centage of elderly women were
widowed than elderly men. The
absolute number of elderly women
who are widowed is also large and
growing in many countries. For
example, there were 21.5 million
elderly widows in China in 1990,
more than in all of Western Europe
combined. 

The economic and social im-
pacts of this trend are profound
and include changes in living
arrangements, financial security,
and personal relationships. For ex-
ample, as Figure 5 demonstrates,
in seven developed countries ex-
amined, elders who were unmar-
ried had lower adjusted incomes
relative to married couples. This
difference was even greater when
the adjusted incomes of elderly
women who lived alone were
compared to elderly married
women. In the United States in
1986, for example, the median in-
come of elderly married couples
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was 9 percent above the national
average for all persons, while the
median income for elderly women
living alone was only 62 percent of
the national average.

Figure 5

Urban and Rural 
Differences

The economic status of the el-
derly also differs by whether they
live in urban or rural settings. Ur-
banization – which is one of the
most significant population trends
of the second half of the 20th centu-
ry – is often associated with the
migration of young adults to urban
areas and, in some cases, of return
migration of older adults from ur-
ban areas back to rural homes.
Thus, it is anticipated that rural ar-
eas in the next couple of decades
will become even more dispropor-
tionately elderly in most devel-
oped and developing countries
than they already are.

Urbanization also brings
changes in the family unit and kin-
ship networks that have both bene-
ficial and adverse consequences
for the economic well being of the
elderly. On the positive side,
younger family members who
move to cities may have enhanced
financial resources that can be
used to help elderly family mem-
bers still living in their rural birth-
place. On the negative side, evi-
dence suggests that younger fami-
ly members living in cities are de-
creasingly likely to be providing
direct care for their distant elders
residing in rural areas, thus in-
creasingly removing a traditional
family support system for the frail
elderly. In addition, the delivery of
health care and other services to
the rural elderly is often logistical-
ly and financially difficult.  Barri-
ers to access appear to be especial-
ly difficult to overcome in less-de-
veloped countries where there is
little health care or other service
infrastructure outside the family.

Labor Force 
Participation

With respect to labor force par-

ticipation, most of the world’s de-
veloped economies have shifted
from agriculture and heavy indus-
tries towards services and light in-
dustries. This has been reflected
by a shift from physically demand-
ing, oft-times hazardous jobs to
work that requires greater techni-
cal skills. Although agriculture is
still a major source of work among
the elderly, even in some develop-
ing countries the elderly are in-
creasingly moving toward less
physically demanding jobs in
sales, services, and production.
Some believe this change from
manual labor to service occupa-
tions will increase older workers’
chances of remaining in the labor
force longer. On the other hand,
many of these jobs are relatively
low paying, thus making them un-
attractive to older people who have
enough income to meet their basic
needs.

Current evidence suggests that
labor force participation declines
as people approach retirement age.
As Figure 6 shows, the proportion

of male elderly in developed coun-
tries who are economically active
is, on average, a small fraction of
the corresponding proportion of
persons ages 25 to 54.
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Figure 6 

This proportion is substantially
larger for elderly males in devel-
oping countries as indicated in
Figure 7. Of particular interest in
these last two figures is the great
variation in labor force participa-
tion observed among countries. In
this slide, for example, rates vary
from just over 16 percent in
Uruguay in 1985 to nearly 70 per-
cent in Liberia in 1984. These vari-
ations highlight the effects that
cultural values, differing govern-
mental policies, and local econom-
ic conditions exert on economic
activity levels of older workers.
These data argue that chronologic
age is less relevant in determining
patterns of work among older per-
sons than are the economic poli-
cies and conditions and cultural
values of a country.

Figure 7 

Retirement

The concept of retirement and,
more generally, “working life,” is
undergoing dramatic transforma-
tion in both developed and devel-
oping countries. In developed
countries, a trend toward earlier
formal retirement in past decades is
showing signs of reversal. Larger
proportions of older persons in
these settings engage in part-time
work or volunteer activity. For
many people in less developed
countries, however, the term retire-
ment scarcely has meaning. Life-
long work or domestic support to
enable co-resident children them-
selves to work is the more the rule.
However, such work provides little
in the way of formal retirement
benefits or other means of financial
security for the elderly in many of
these countries.

The above – coupled with con-
cerns about how a decreasing pro-
portion of working-age persons can
continue to provide the financial
means to help support an increas-
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ing proportion of retired persons –
has caused policy makers in devel-
oping as well as developed coun-
tries to pay greater attention to the
problems of ensuring adequate fu-
ture levels of social security, pen-
sion plans, and other formal means
of elder economic support. Public
systems for old age, disability, or
survival support are now a feature
of some 155 countries and territo-
ries. However, their coverage
varies greatly and it is estimated
that formal public programs cover
only 30 percent of the world’s pop-
ulation over the age of 60.  For
much of the other 70 percent with-
out formal retirement coverage,
work is a lifelong constant. For
women especially, who have been
underrepresented in public sector
and formal employment and whose
domestic work and informal em-
ployment have been poorly report-
ed, supported, and compensated,
the concept of retirement and sub-
sequent social security is unknown.

Summary

In summary, the ageing of the
world’s populations, particularly in
developing countries, will have
widespread repercussions in the
economic and health sectors of
those countries. With respect to
health, changes in age structures
will strain medical systems in
much of the world. Many of the
poorer developing countries will
find themselves with growing pop-
ulations of older people, while they
are still struggling to protect the
health of younger age groups. The
health demands of older popula-
tions will force policy makers to
balance relative costs and benefits
of interventions in favor of differ-
ent population groups and to ratio-
nalize decisions about which ef-
forts to support. In order to do so
effectively, they will need a better
understanding of the contribution
to overall well being made by ser-
vices that improve health at various
ages, and especially the health of
the elderly. From an economic per-
spective, policymakers will have to
give much more thought to the im-
plications of an ageing population
on the formal and informal job sec-
tors and to strategies for old-age se-
curity, including social security and

pension plans. This is particularly
true for developing countries. In
addition, the special health and
economic needs of elderly women,
the majority of our older popula-
tion, will also need to be better un-
derstood and met.

I believe that the Pontifical
Council for Pastoral Assistance to
Health Care Workers, in partner-
ship with country governments and
relevant agencies and organizations
in the private sector, can contribute
importantly to meeting the econom-
ic and health needs of an ageing
world.  It can do so generally by:

– Raising awareness among poli-
cymakers at all levels of govern-
ment worldwide about the ageing
of the world’s populations and its
implications for national health and
economic well-being; 

– Encouraging balanced invest-
ment, particularly in developing
countries, in a full range of basic
services – including health, hous-
ing, safety, and education – that
have been shown to improve quali-
ty of life in the later years;

– Encouraging the growth of
public and private systems directed
to social and financial security of
the elderly, including social securi-
ty, pensions, and other retirement
benefits; and

– Promoting and supporting re-
search worldwide to improve un-
derstanding of the many economic
and social factors that enable older
people to remain healthy, indepen-
dent, and productive for longer.

Through its networks, programs,

and member expertise at regional
and local levels, the Council can
contribute more specifically by:

– Encouraging health care
providers to focus on promotion of
healthy behaviors that maximize
health and well-being in later years,
in addition to treating age-related
diseases and conditions;

– Identifying elder populations at
local levels who lack access to nec-
essary health care services and
working with government and non-
governmental organizations to pro-
vide the means for improving ac-
cess; and

– Promoting the participation of
elders in local institutions for self-
help, mutual assistance, and out-
reach to others in their communi-
ties, thus encouraging self-reliance
and strengthening civil society.

Only by working together to in-
volve the multiple sectors of soci-
ety – including health, housing,
civil security, and finance – that
must be engaged if there is to be a
rational, integrated policy towards
our elders and by empowering the
elderly themselves to seek and im-
plement effective solutions on their
behalves can we ensure that the fi-
nal years of life will be as produc-
tive and fulfilling as other stages of
life.

Thank you for the opportunity to
address you today.

Dr. CHRISTOPHER P. HOWSON
Director of International Programs,

the March of Dimes Foundation,
White Plains, New York

Note
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the U.S. Bureau of the Census, for his assis-
tance in preparing this presentation.
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1. Elderly People in the World

“The problems of the third age be-
long to the whole of humanity which
in solving them achieves its true di-
mension” (John Paul II).

1.1. Introduction
The first half of this century was

marked in dramatic fashion by two
World Wars which had a strong and
pernicious impact on both the demo-
graphic conditions and the socio-
economic realities of the planet. On
the other hand, since the middle of
the century we have experienced a
period without tragic events of a uni-
versal character and the world popu-
lation has been able to follow what
we might define as a “natural devel-
opment” within the context of a con-
stant increase in life expectancy, al-
though at the same time there have
been enormous geopolitical diver-
gences which have marked the char-
acter of this whole area.

By now every system must ad-
dress itself to the question of the so-
called “third age”, and this is a mat-
ter of great urgency in the developed
and industrialised West. This is an
experience which is relatively new
for developing countries but which
has for some time been built into the
experience of what the most ad-
vanced countries have been under-
going. This is an unstoppable
process which compels us to have a
new approach to the question of the
balance between the generations as it
exists within our model of develop-
ment but also to define and to draw
up what we might call a new charter
for the elderly. Such a charter would
have to set out national solutions and
responses even though these would
have to be co-ordinated at a world-
wide level, and this because this is an
initiative which has to be taken in re-
lation to a phenomenon which at one
and the same time is both the out-

come of a social process and the re-
sult of individual life histories. 

1.2. Demographic Elements 
and States of Health 
(World Health Report, 1998) 

In 1955 the world population was
2.8 milliard people; today it is 5.8
milliard and the world population
will increase by 80 million every
year to reach the figure of 8 milliard
in the year 2025. 

Today the number of people over
the age of 65 is 390 million (6.7% of
the total) but it will reach 800 million
(10% of the total) in 2025, and two-
thirds of this category will made up
of people living in the developed
countries – to put it differently,
750,000 more individuals every
month. 

Overall, while the number of chil-
dren will increase by 0.25% every
year over the next twenty-five years,
the number of elderly people will in-
crease ten times more (2.6% every
year) over the same time period.

Many thousands of people born
this year will live for the whole of
the twenty-first century and will live
to see the arrival of the century after
that. For example, in France the
number of people over a hundred
will increase by 750 during the
course of the next century. 

Women constitute a majority in
this pattern – in the period 1997-
2025 in at least 67 developed coun-
tries the increase in their number will
be of the order of 150%. In Asia the
figure will rise from 107 million to
248 million and in Africa from 13 to
33 million over the same timespan. 

1.3. Elderly People 
and the Third World

The most innovative demograph-
ic aspect of this historical phase has
been the relative decrease in fertility
and birth rates in developing coun-
tries accompanied by an increasing

ageing of the population. This phe-
nomenon confirms that this is not a
problem confined to the rich and in-
dustrialised nations alone but, on the
contrary, something which will be of
dramatic importance for the poor
countries of the world in the future as
well. 

By 2025 the number of people
over sixty-five will have increased
by 300% in many of the countries of
the third world as well (Latin Amer-
ica and Asia). Two-thirds of the el-
derly people in the world will live in
these continents. In China alone
there will be 270 million more peo-
ple over the age of sixty, that is to say
more than the present-day popula-
tion of the United States of America.

But in these nations the increase in
life expectancy will not be accompa-
nied and supported by an increase in
health. On the contrary, the advent of
chronic-degenerative illnesses will
make the apparent increase in life
expectancy even more hollow as a
conquest. The advent of pathologies
characterised by long and highly de-
bilitating durations will be added to
the traditional dominant burden of
infectious deseases. 

1.4. Universalism and Solidarity 
in Policies

In this complicated and many-
sided world scenario, policies in
favour of the elderly will be faced
with limited resources and thus will
have to avoid conflicts between the
generations by stressing the impor-
tance of solidarity, of exchange be-
tween the different ages of life, and
of mutual help both within the fami-
ly and between families. But they
must also deal with the very great so-
cial and economic inequalities which
exist between the North and the
South of the planet. 

Our attention must be directed to-
wards possible forms of social pro-
tection in order to understand how

ROSY BINDI

The Political Aspects
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we can guarantee the relationship be-
tween rights and duties on the one
hand, and balance direct and indirect
forms of welfare and support on the
other. The solutions which have been
embraced hitherto in the world are of
varying characters and types. For ex-
ample, the Swedish model of welfare
guarantees a broad system of protec-
tion for elderly people on universal-
istic principles, as indeed is the case
in England even though here – as in
other countries – the insurance sector
is now striving to find new spaces
within the market. The public system
of financing prevails in Germany al-
though it is also supported by special
subventions for special purposes.
The same is now happening in Japan
where there is a growth in the uni-
versalistic system of welfare provi-
sion. In Australia and the United
States of America private systems
for help over a long period prevail
and they are based on both profit and
non-profit methods, with the latter,
however, having the higher share.
The debate is open and is accompa-
nied by attempts to find solutions
which can be effective by guarantee-
ing adequate protection for every-
body. 

1.5. Policies Towards Elderly 
People Seen Within 
an International Context 

A brief examination of prevalent
orientations in policies towards el-
derly people reveals a tendency to-
wards supplementing measures
which are of a strictly socio-health
care character with new economic
systems of support. 

The document of the ministers of
the commitee on employment, work
and social affairs of the OCSE which
was approved last June in Paris sug-
gests a possible path to be followed
in this area. Emphasis is placed upon
the concept of active ageing. This in-
volves encouraging – and over the
whole of a person’s lifespan –
greater freedom of choice in relation
to the time to be dedicated to train-
ing, work, free time and looking af-
ter other people. The promotion of
active ageing as recommended by
the OCSE aims in substantial terms
at encouraging those who are able to
do so to work a greater length of time
during their lives and at providing
them with the opportunity to do so. 

However, we should ask ourselves
whether it is enough to have greater
flexibility with regard to withdraw-
ing from work, and whether it might
not perhaps be of equally urgent im-

portance to act with greater effec-
tiveness to increase employment and
especially youth employment. The
possibility of active ageing, indeed,
should not become a further factor
working for slowing down the
turnover of the generations within
the productive system, risking there-
by a conflict – which is now no
longer latent – between the rights of
the elderly on the one hand and the
rights of young people on the other. 

A mere “economistic” reading of
the concept of ageing runs the risk of
giving value to old age simply be-
cause it extends the productive ca-
pacities of the individual. Is it possi-
ble to educate those who are no
longer engaged in socially produc-
tive work to use their freedom and
their vital energies creatively? We
will probably have to find a new bal-
ance between the demand for an ac-
tive role and the possibility of per-
forming that role which involves
making old age shine brightly. 

From this point of view, ethical-
political thought about the subject
still seems to be fragmentary in na-
ture and is probably overly influ-
enced by a certain cultural homolo-
gation which is caused by the
processes of globalisation now un-
derway in the world economy. 

1.6. The International Year 
of the Elderly: A Special 
Opportunity to Harmonise 
Intergenerational Policies

The concern of governments and
nations with the problems of the el-
derly has been heightened by the
United Nations and its declaration
that 1999 would be the international
year of the elderly and by the World
Health Organisation which decided
that “growing old heathily” would
be the topic of the next world day of
health (to be held on 7 April 1999).
Next year, therefore, will present an
important opportunity to develop the
guiding idea of “towards a society
for all ages”. 

At the present time the ministers
of health of the countries which be-
long to the Council of Europe are
drawing up a suitable and detailed
plan of action which will pave the
way for a political declaration on the
principal policies to be followed in
this area. It is our hope that they will
find shared answers to the problems
which are involved in the strategies
of multigenerational action within
the family, answers based upon flex-
ible work, work involving the provi-
sion of care, the promotion of home-

based care, and support for family
action in this area and that action tak-
en by society as a whole to deal with
these problems. 

2. Elderly People and Health 
in the Italian Context

“The relationship which society as
a whole is able to build with its el-
derly people is a test of its levels of
ethical development” (Carlo Maria
Martini).

2.1. Ageing and Health
Italy is a real and authentic labora-

tory when it comes to the forthcom-
ing appointment of the international
year of the elderly. In our country, in
fact, the dynamic of the elderly pop-
ulation in terms of intensity and ve-
locity is one of the highest in the
world. We need only consider a few
data to provide an idea of the magni-
tude of the problems which we are
now up against and have to tackle. 

In absolute terms Italy has the
lowest fertility rate in the world (1.2
children for every woman) and this
is accompanied by a constant, rapid
and broad increase in the number of
people, and in particular women,
who are over 65. Furthermore, Italy
is the first and only country in the
world where the proportion of the
population which is over 65 (16%) is
higher than the proportion of the
population which is under 15 (15%).

According to previsions produced
by ISTAT, in 2020 23% of the Italian
population will be over 65 and life
expectancy at birth will be 78.3 years
for men and 84.6 for women. In rela-
tive terms, the very elderly over 80
will increase in numbers the most.
Over a third of the 6.690.000 people
who now live in poverty are elderly.
There are many pensioners who
have to subsist on a low income –
71% of pensioners (with an income
up to 20 million Italian lire) receive
45% of the funds allocated to pen-
sions. Those receiving up to 10 mil-
lion make up 41% – the average in-
come being 7.7 million Italian lire –
or 19% of the entire expenditure al-
located to pension payments. 

What is their condition of health?
A significant number of elderly peo-
ple suffer from chronic pathologies,
often of a multiple character, and
from disabilities which limit their
self-reliance and independence. 52%
of men and 61% of women say that
they have two chronic illnesses (IS-
TAT, 1994). Amongst these those



39THE CHURCH AND THE ELDERLY. “IN OLD AGE THEY WILL STILL BEAR FRUIT” PSALM 92,15

suffering from Alzheimer’s disease
are about 500,000 in number, and
such people are especially vulnera-
ble to the conditions of a deteriora-
tion in the quality of life which af-
fects both them and their families.
And it is upon their families that the
greatest responsibilities of care actu-
ally fall. 

2.2. Non-Independence 
and Disability

In 1996 disabled people of 60 and
over who were in institutions num-
bered over two million, about 17%
of those over sixty in the population
as a whole (ISTAT, 1997). Disabili-
ty has a strong impact on the life of
people over eighty years of age. 6%
of people in the 60-64 age band are
disabled but 47% of those who are
eighty or over suffer from a disabil-
ity. 10% of men and 31% of women
of sixty and over live alone. There
are 618.000 disabled elderly who
live alone. 

In discussing the development of
a lack of independence and self-re-
liance it may be observed that for
the period 1987-2007 it is estimated
that with regard to the age band of
the over 75s there will be an in-
crease from 33,07 per thousand of
the population to 48,54 per thou-
sand.

Medical science runs the risk of
reducing the sick person to his or
her illness or ailment, the disabled
person to the type or level of his or
her handicap, and rehabilitation
merely to the process of healing,
and this is something which neces-
sarily involves the denial  of the ex-
istential “wish” which characterises
every individual. 

What we need to do, however, is
to avoid falling into the terrible error
of treating only the treatable or of
reducing taking care of to mere
treating, with all the attendant re-
sulting problems of the medicalisa-
tion of life that this process in-
volves. 

3. Political Choices

“O son, help your father in his old
age, and do not grieve him as long
as he lives; even if he is lacking in
forbearance; in all your strength do
not despise him” (Sirach). 

3.1. Open Questions 
and Rights Denied 

The chief problems to which we
must supply answers revolve around

a series of questions: how can we
promote a positive culture of old age
which improves the relationship be-
tween the generations? How can we
favour the exercise of socially use-
fully  functions by elderly people?
On what conditions should we guar-
antee the presence of the elderly per-
son at home, even when that person
is not self-reliant? How can we es-
tablish productive relationships be-
tween hospitals and their catchment
areas? How can we achieve an over-
all assessment of needs? In the ab-
sence of alternatives in what circum-
stances should we provide practical
answers in terms of housing and res-
idential care? And with what guar-
antees of humanisation? How can
we promote a culture which respects
the home dimension to services?
How can we promote and support
care within the family in a way
which takes account of the fact that
this is in large part the responsibility
of women? How can we guarantee
the resources necessary for the pro-
vision of care to elderly people? 

The answers to these questions
must take into account the differ-
ences in the experience of elderly
people caused by age, by poverty,
by cultural deprivation, and by the
inability of elderly people to
achieve a suitable defence and pro-
motion of their rights. 

Often these rights are denied. This
happens when the treatment and acts
of rehabilitation which elderly peo-
ple who are chronically dependent
and not self-reliant are not guaran-
teed;when their personal history,
their religious faith, their personal
identity, and their personal ties and
bonds are not taken into account;
when there is no humanisation of
relationships; when the size and
scale of hospitals lead to abandon-
ment; and when ethical guidelines
are not a constant point of reference
for those who are called upon to
guarantee a constancy of care and
treatment and the effectiveness and
quality of such care and treatment. 

3.2. Elderly People 
in the National Health Plan

The national health plan 1998-
2000 provides answers to these
questions through the presentation
of a strategy based upon the unifica-
tion of socio-health care services.
The unification of responsibilities
and resources is an essential pre-
condition to achieving an improve-
ment in the effectiveness of what is
done in this area. Such a unification

involves the relationship between
hospitals and their catchment areas,
between residential care and home
care, between general medicine and
specialist medicine, and impinges
powerfully upon the feasibility of
the constancy of assistance. The pro-
grammes for action must be based
upon a positive vision of old age and
to this end we must encourage a cul-
ture of services which rediscovers
the elderly person as a resource in a
society which is really moved by,
and based upon, solidarity. 

3.2.2. A Priority: The Defence of
Weak Citizens

A strategy of unification is the
only strategy which can respond to
the needs of people who live in situ-
ations of especial disadvantage or
are forced to depend upon care or
find themselves in a chronic condi-
tion of need. These people often
have broad and complicated re-
quirements and need the health ser-
vice to act in a unified and co-ordi-
nated way to meet them.

The fundamental aim of the na-
tional health plan of 1998-2000 is to
ensure that within the health service
there is greater fairness in terms of
access to services. This, in turn, is
based upon certain key goals: to
conserve and regain the indepen-
dence of elderly people, to provide
support for families which have el-
derly people who need home-based
assistance, and the defence of the
health of women who in the main
have to shoulder the responsibility
for such assistance. 

We need to effect, therefore, a re-
organisation of our models of man-
agement and organisation and the
plan sets out certain priorities for the
next three years which will promote
assistance which is personalised and
constant.

3.2.3. Living with Chronic Defi-
ciencies and Helping Even when
there is no Hope Left

From an epidemiological point
of view, we have before us a pro-
gressive increase in the incidence of
chronic illnesses. Diagnostic and
therapeutic advances have reduced
the death rates caused by illnesses,
which now last very much longer or
which end up by causing degenera-
tive or disabling states in the patient.
More factors are now in play which
are not merely genetic but also envi-
ronmental (unsuitable and repeated
admissions to hospital, inadequate
forms of treatment, situations of
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mental stress) and socio-economic
in character. 

Special attention should be paid
to patients who no longer have the
hope that there is treatment which
will cure them and who therefore
need forms of assistance which will
reduce pain, prevent and control in-
fections, or involve physiotherapeu-
tic help and psychological and so-
cial support. 

We need to improve the assis-
tance offered to those people who
have to face up to the terminal phase
of their lives. In such cases we must
be near to and support their families
and where possible help these pa-
tients to pass the last stage of their
lives in their own homes or in suit-
able structures of care. This requires
a strengthening of the medical and
nursing help which is provided at
home and palliative and pain-reduc-
ing forms of treatment; the promo-
tion and co-ordination of voluntary
work designed to help the terminal-
ly ill; and the creation of specialised
residential structures on the Anglo-
Saxon model of the hospice. 

3.3. Care and Treatment at Home
It has been observed that the el-

derly person followed at home ex-
periences less anxiety and depres-
sion than when he or she is in an in-
stitution.

Caring and treating en elderly
person at home requires a major
change in outlook – from the sick
person who revolves around struc-
tures which provide services to pro-
fessions which make the person
with all his or her needs and require-
ments the real centre of gravity. 

In the new national health plan a
great deal of importance is given to
this form of action. The planning of
unified home assistance (ADI) must
recognise and utilise the comple-
mentary relationship which exists
between the various models of as-
sistance and give full weight to the
value of co-operation offered by the
family of the elderly person. Close
co-operation between hospital assis-
tance and that provided at a local
level could also help elderly people
who are not self-reliant to continue
to live in their own homes. This is a
model of assistance which, as
emerges with great clarity from a re-
cent investigation carried out by the
research section of the Ministry of
Health, achieves a significant posi-
tive rationalisation of resources.
The average monthly cost of care
promoted by ADI is about

£2,000,000 Italian lire with oscilla-
tions which, according to the seri-
ousness of the case, move from a
minimum of £1,200,000 to a maxi-
mum of £4,500,000 a month. A
comparison of such costs with those
required by hospital or residential
care and treatment demonstrates the
need to develop this kind of policy.
Furthermore, such a policy could be
decisive for both the quality of life
of the whole  family unit and the
achievment of a humanisation of the
relationship between the medical
doctor and his patient. 

4. Which Resources?

4.1. The Economic 
and Financial Resources

At the meeting of the ministers of
health of the OCSE which took
place in Paris there emerged the
shared view that expenditure on
health care will not rise dramatical-
ly if the state of health of elderly
people undergoes an improvement.
This means that we must engage in
a strong emphasis on prevention as
regards the population as a whole
and encourage lifestyles and forms
of behaviour which will increase the
wellbeing of future generations. But
this also means that we must rapidly
invert the pattern of the traditional
allocation of resources and acceler-
ate the shift from hospital-based as-
sistance to assistance provided at a
localised level. 

The recent distribution of the na-
tional health funds for 1998 pro-
vides a higher percentage of funds
for localised forms of assistance
(see table 1). This is a political
choice which goes beyond mere
numbers and bears witness to a de-
sire to strengthen and develop uni-
fied forms of care and treatment at a
localised level. 

Within the expenditure allocated
to local assistance a relevant propor-
tion of resources (5,158 milliard Ital-
ian lire, equal to 5% of the national
health fund) is allocated to services
provided specially to elderly people
(see table 2). 

4.2. The Resources of the Family  
The family is a very important fac-

tor in the quality of life experienced
by the elderly person. It is a funda-
mental context within which he or
she can continue to perform an ac-
tive role, receive support, and where
necessary meet responses to his or
her need for help and assistance.  Of-
ten it is the families which day after
day have to deal with the difficulties
which elderly people meet with and
experience and it comes as no sur-
prise in this context that reference is
made to the suffering unit or nucleus
and to the care unit. 

Help for those who help has be-
come an indispensable element in
the achievement of a sound strategy
in favour of elderly people.

We need a “policy of social ties”
which can foster living with other
people and help interpersonal rela-
tionships. We need to help families
who look after their elderly relatives
through the use of fiscal incentives,
to supply them with economic help
when they are taking care of an el-
derly person who is not self-reliant,
and to provide adults with the free
time and support so that they can or-
ganise their days in a flexible and
suitable way in line with family
needs and requirements. We need a
cultural approach in our polices
which draws the generations closer
together. 

At the same time the family must
ask itself whether old age, suffering,
death and failure are present or ab-
sent within its systems of upbringing
from the very first stages of life, and

Table 1: Distribution of the National Health Funds of 1998

Form of assistance Pro capite Value of Assis. (mld) %
Collective 89,765 5,158 5%
Localised 861,750 49,517 48%
Hospital 843,790 48,485 47%
Total 1.795,305 103,160 100%
Source: Ministry of Health

Table 2: Distribution of Resources for Localised Assistance 
(in millions of Italian lire) 

General Medicine and Other Headings 18,758,800 18.2%
Pharmaceutical 12,200,000 11.8%
Specialist 13,400,000 13.0%
The Elderly 5,158,000 5.0%
Total 49,516,800 4.8%
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see what space within the family is
dedicated to the sick, the disabled,
the old and the dying.

4.3. The Resources of Solidarity: 
Voluntary Work

Organised voluntary work is a
fundamental and irreplaceable pres-
ence in our society. It supports socio-
health care, helps to humanise that
care, works in favour of its effective-
ness, and guarantees “added value”
to the point of contact between who
asks for help and who offers help.
The places where voluntary work
takes place are those where people
are in situations of greatest need –
emergency, chronic difficulty, dis-
ability, marginalisation, that is to say
wherever the encounter between
professional action and voluntary ac-
tion, together, manage to express a
more effective shouldering of the
burden of the needs of the elderly
person and his or her family. All this
takes place more easily when volun-
tary work initiatives spring from,
and take place, in a context of a
shared commitment to promote the
common good. But voluntary work
can neither supplement nor substi-
tute the guarantees and the protec-
tion which, indeed, are the responsi-
bility of the official health care ser-
vice. To recognise and safeguard the
independence of voluntary work in-
volves fully appreciating its irre-
placeable function of calling for, and
upholding, the rights of the person. 

5. Ethical Questions Which 
are in Need of an Answer

“They still bring forth fruit in old
age, they are ever full of sap and
green, to show that the Lord is up-
right” (Psalms, 92:15).

5.1. Old Age: Physiology or Illness?
Ageing involves a dramatic

change in our vision of ourselves and
a profound crisis of identity. We are
immersed in an “eternal present”, in
a civilisation whose social myth is
what or who is “young and beauti-
ful” and which absolutises the per-
fect, healthy, active and effective
body. Subject to this kind of cultural
pressure, it is difficult to see our-
selves as elderly people, to accept
our limitations, and to learn to live
with our grey hairs. The elderly per-
son is led to entrust himself or her-
self to medicine as the only solution
to his or her problems. Hence the

tendency to see old age as an illness
which must be objectified, dominat-
ed and treated. Hence the hypermed-
icalisation and the hypersanitarisa-
tion of this stage of life. But hence,
also, the strong sense of frustration
which is experienced when a person
realises that he cannot ask medicine
to provide him with everything. 

5.2. The Risks of Social Euthanasia
Old age is characterised by a real

and authentic redefinition of social
roles – from mother/father or worker
one passes to those of full time hus-
band/wife, grandfather/grandmoth-
er, or pensioner.

These changes are only rarely ac-
companied by the reconstruction of
the fabric of human relations which
could help to support the new condi-
tions of life of these new roles. As
Levinàs writes on the subject: “If I
do not respond with the other person
am I still myself?” The elderly per-
son often feels that he is useless and
superfluous, a burden for his family
and society, and he asks himself if he
should go on living. This is the fa-
mous “black loneliness” which is
very similar to the “loneliness of the
dying” – the elderly person shuts
himself up within himself. This is a
death which we could define as be-
ing relational and social in character.
“Silent deaths” and deaths which
take place in loneliness are emblem-
atic of this, as indeed is the increase
in the incidence of suicides in this
age band not to speak of the so-
called “suicidal erosions” caused by
a slow and gradual “letting oneself
die” through the refusal of food and
medical treatment. 

But there are other risks when it
comes to social euthanasia. There is
the phenomenon of being uprooted
from one’s own life space, of isola-
tion in structures which are often in-
adequate and incapable of meeting
the fundamental needs of the person
– in 1992 almost 144,000 elderly
people were institutionalised. The
lack of affection, of friendship and of
understanding means that the elderly
person sees people drawing ever
more distant, unconcerned about his
or her suffering. The collective re-
moval of old age, therefore, creates a
process of “social death” in the el-
derly person which takes on the exis-
tential features of a real and authen-
tic euthanasia. But just as is the case
with our other political responsibili-
ties where we counter marginalisa-
tion and the collective removal of the
elderly by promoting policies of sol-

idarity and collective concern, so we
must now act to fight against every
form of euthanasia. 

It has been observed that the prin-
cipal cause of euthanasia is the feel-
ing that one is socially dead. The
feeling that someone or something is
lacking. The debate on the so-called
“right to die” goes well beyond the
condition of the elderly person but
often this condition itself becomes
an emblem and an instrument for the
introduction of a mentality which
one might see as being pre-euthanis-
tic.

It is as if the “good death” were
finding space within our consciences
as a normal event, something to be
welcomed, and almost to be encour-
aged. A real and authentic loss of the
meaning of life plays an important
part in bringing about this approach,
and yet life is something which no-
body can dispose of merely as he or
she sees fit. 

In other words, euthanasia is the
fruit of the individual’s and the com-
munity’s refusal to accept responsi-
bilities towards others. In the face of
this human condition the answer
cannot be entrusted solely to individ-
ual perspectives and points of view.
However, it is worth pointing out
that euthanasia contradicts the deep-
est meaning of the medical profes-
sion which in no case whatsoever
can bestow upon the medical doctor
the role of being the provider of
death. 

What we need to do, therefore, is
to promote an authentic culture of
life in which even death is accepted
and experienced as a bond, as the last
seal of the dignity of man. In such an
approach there is no space for thera-
peutic overkill or for hypocrisy
dressed up as charity. On the con-
trary, there is a complete shouldering
of responsibility towards other peo-
ple whom we cannot abandon even
when they are about to die but whom
we must look after even when they
disrupt our projects. As Claudel has
written: “The key to a man one finds
in other people – it is contact with
our neighbour which illuminates us
and from this contact light often
springs forth for us”.

6. Conclusions

The Elderly Person as a Resource

“In a world dominated by technol-
ogy where men are judged in terms
of what they render, elderly people
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must bear witness to the fact that
there are sectors of life which cannot
be measured in money, such as hu-
man, cultural, moral and social val-
ues” (Paul VI). 

Today, the most recognised forms
of research agree on three facts: no
real fall in intellectual capacity takes
place in the elderly person; the facul-
ties of rapid reorientation are modi-
fied; the fall in mental capacity only
takes place in cases where the facul-
ties and the functions are in “disuse”
(the so-called “atrophy of inactivi-
ty”); and the “level of stimulation”
provided by the environment and so-
cial relations is of fundamental im-
portance. 

The ability to compensate for lost
roles by acquiring new ones, the de-
velopment of culture and learning,
curiosity as to knowledge and long-
lasting interests – all these are ele-
ments which help to make old age a
rich age of life. The ability and the
opportunity to cultivate values and
religious, spiritual, solidarity-in-
spired and political ideals enable the
elderly person to draw up projects
for the future and to conserve cre-
ative activity which is a source of in-
dependence and wellbeing.

In recent years we have witnessed
a striking expansion in the employ-
ment of elderly people in voluntary

work because this is an excellent
area to promote active old age where
the elderly person can be a protago-
nist in the construction of a commu-
nity based on solidarity.

We must realise that the growth of
the individual is a social good of
great political relevance. Politics
cannot be “remedial and welfare-
based” in their approach to the elder-
ly part of the population. 

The question is not so much of in-
tegrating elderly people more effec-
tively into society but rather of inte-
grating society itself. 

This means that all the component
parts of the community must pro-
mote a process of “new integration”
for a society which, because of the
structural increase in the elderly pop-
ulation, is today (and in the future
this will be ever more the case) a
“different” society. It is not enough
to give years to life – we must give
more life to years. 

Hon. ROSY BINDI
Minister of Health (Italy)
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The conference addresses itself
to a subject which is of very great
interest and great topical relevance
– the ageing of the population and
the questions and issues which this
process raises. 

Such questions and issues are
not confined to the area of health
care but also have moral, ethical
and socio-cultural aspects which
give rise to constant debate and re-
quire suitable answers.

We all know only too well that
the ageing of the population is the
demographic phenomenon which
most characterises modern society. 

It seems to me that this phenom-
enon is certainly positive in char-
acter in that it demonstrates the
presence of factors which work in
an ever more effective and incisive
fashion to improve the quality of
life experienced by people. One
need only think here of the ad-
vances in the science of nutrition
and of the extent to which the
availability of suitable food and the
improved quality of diet can act to
increase the average life of entire
populations. 

At the same time we have before
us a new awareness of the complex
relationship which links man to na-
ture. This, together with respect for
the world which surrounds us, will
undoubtedly bring about a process
involving a further ageing of the
population. 

The increase in literacy rates on
a world scale has also been a posi-
tive development. In recent
decades we have experienced a re-
al and authentic explosion in the
systems of communication and
these have brought about a capil-
lary spread of culture and learning. 

In the same way, obviously
enough, the constant advances in

medical science have made possi-
ble an extension of average life
spans. These advances may be cat-
egorised as follows:

– the decrease in child mortality
rates;

– the defeat of most infectious
diseases;

– effective prevention of the
main cardiovascular, respiratory
and metabolic pathologies;

– constant advances in the
sphere of the neurosciences.

These factors, and many others
which the time available to me
here does not allow me to list, have
been recognised as having brought
about the living of a longer life.

At this point I hope you will al-
low me to make a number of obser-
vations which I think are required
to locate this round table discus-
sion in its proper context. 

The progressive ageing of the
population should not be seen as
being something dramatic and
alarming, as unfortunately is often

the case. On the threshold of the
third millennium we are not called
upon to be witnesses to “the drama
of the ageing of the population”
but rather to live “the joy of old
age” as a positive and constructive
element in the building of a new
society. 

Only if we bear this element of
hope uppermost in our minds will
it be possible to place the question
of “pathological” ageing within its
right context, where the term
“pathological” in this round table
discussion is rightly understood in
both its clinical and its social con-
notations.

In line with what I have just said
let us now address ourselves to the
question of ageing by following its
natural  logical steps. 

First of all we will discuss the
“biology of ageing” (here the paper
will be given by Prof. Pierluigi
Gambetti, the director of the Insti-
tute of Neuropathology at the
Western Reserve University of
Cleveland). The aim during this
discussion will be to define ageing
in terms which are not a mere ques-
tion of birth dates; to know the lim-
its which exist to human life; and
to understand the physiology of
ageing. This is something which is
essential and which cannot be ig-
nored, and which will prepare the
ground for the paper on the subject
of “the epidemiology of pathologi-
cal ageing”. 

The speaker on this subject will
be Dr. Stefania Maggi, a researcher
at the “Centre for the Study of
Ageing” at the University of Pad-
ua. An epidemiological analysis of
the question will enable us to as-
sess the demographic scale and
size of the phenomenon of patho-
logical ageing and to address our-

CORRADO MANNI

Ageing and Connected Questions

AFTERNOON SESSION
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selves to certain specific questions
and issues connected with it, and
more specifically:

– the response of the socio-
health care systems to needs in
terms of care for elderly people;

– the organisation of continuous
care for elderly patients who have
chronic and debilitating patholo-
gies; and

– the prevention of pathogenic
events which encourage the emer-
gence of disability in elderly peo-
ple.

Our hope is to delay the appear-
ance of disability in order to render
the ageing of the population a pos-
itive advance for our society. The
young generations must change
their relationship with the elderly
in a substantial way, and this rela-
tionship must once again be posi-
tive in character. Old people should
be neither a burden nor a problem. 

We will then go on to consider
the question of the “psychology of
ageing”. This paper will be given
by Prof. Peter Walter Burvill who
teaches psychiatry at the Western

University of Australia.
The aim here is to achieve an

ageing which is marked by suffi-
ciant activity on the part of the el-
derly person and a good level of
social integration.

It should also be pointed out that
economic, social and cultural fac-
tors all too often lead to the isola-
tion of the elderly, and to a depen-
dency on others on the part of the
elderly person.  In this context of
contrasting negative and positive
elements we encounter the psy-
chology of ageing, a subject which
is extremely complex in character
and which deserves the very great-
est attention. 

To conclude these papers Prof.
Pierugo Carbonin, the director of
the Institute of Internal Medicine
and Geriatrics at the Catholic Uni-
versity of the Sacred Heart of
Rome, will discuss the question of
“social inequality and the health of
the elderly person”. 

This inequality cannot be ac-
cepted. In a world which preaches
the equality of rights (to work, to

schooling and to health) the social
isolation of a major part of the pop-
ulation cannot be tolerated.

Prof. Carbonin will engage in an
analysis of the three major stereo-
types which are proposed by most
of th experts and by the mass me-
dia – the compassionate approach,
the exaggeratedly optimistic ap-
proach, and the conflictual ap-
proach. He will emphasise the fun-
damental role of the “logic of soli-
darity” in solving the complex
problems and difficulties involved
in the ageing of the population. 

The question of the elderly per-
son is the emerging question of
modern society. Today, we want to
address ourselves to this question
in a spirit of optimism convinced
that man, during his journey of
progress, will be able to halt for a
moment and not forget about him-
self.

Prof. CORRADO MANNI,
Director of the Institute of Anesthesiology 

and Resuscitation of the 
Catholic University of the Sacred Heart,

Rome.
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To date, this famous statement
made by Terenzio1 more than two
thousand years ago remains a cen-
tral issue in ageing. Put in other
words, can we, after a life which
for most of us has been made of
hard work, difficult choices, often
conflicts, sail through the tranquil
sea of old age and enjoy peaceful-
ly the rewards waiting for us to-
ward the end of a productive life:
read the books we always wanted
to read, visit the countries we nev-
er visited, and most of all enjoy the
company of our youngest genera-
tions, grandchildren, nephews and
nieces. Or, on the contrary, at the
end of our life we are inevitably
confronted with the most demand-
ing task, that is, the continuous up
hill struggle with disease... cancer,
heart problems or the dementing
illnesses related to the ageing of
the brain. 

In this presentation, I will ad-
dress this issue by first illustrating
the normal structure of the human
brain. I will then discuss the
modalities by which this unique
structure is affected by ageing and
by age-related disease and how
these two events are related. Final-
ly, I will briefly review our hopes
that the effect of ageing and dis-
ease on the brain can be alleviated
or delayed. 

The way the brain looks with the
naked eye does not do justice to
the complexity of this organ, as
one sees it with the microscope,
except for showing a trick of na-
ture (it is not the only one) to max-
imize the available space. The sur-
face of the cerebrum shows a com-
plex pattern of folds which is de-
signed to increase the amount, i.e.
the volume, of cerebral cortex
maintaining constant the thick-

ness. The surface of the human
cerebral cortex is about three times
larger than what it would be if it
were smooth2. No other human or-
gan displays this stratagem, no
other brain reaches a folding com-
plexity comparable to that of the
human brain. The cortex displays
an organization in multiple layers
which features the nerve cells or
neurons, other cells called glial
cells that provide mechanical as
well as metabolic support to neu-
rons, and the neuronal extensions
or processes. The latter are known
as dendrites which are generally
short but highly branched, and the
axon which is single, straight, of-
ten long, and terminates with a
highly specialized structure called
synapse. Combined, dendrites and
axons are referred to as neurites.
The neurons are the main charac-
ters of this show. Between 25 and
30 billion neurons are lodged in
the human cerebral cortex3. Elec-
tron microscopy, first applied to
the central nervous system in the
fifties, fully demonstrated the
complexity of the cell processes
present in the human cerebral cor-
tex and has led to the definition of
another key structure of the ner-
vous system called the synapse.
The synapse is the site where neu-
rons establish contact with each
other; a kind of electrical plug
through which neurons form an
network of staggering complexity
through which they exchange in-
formation. Poetically, it has been
said that if we could imagine all
the roads and trails existing on
earth we could not even get near to
the number of intercellular path-
ways present in the human brain.
More practically, the number of
synapses in the cerebral cortex is

estimated to be of the order of one
million billion4. One of the prevail-
ing views is that the brain is like a
computer, although an extremely
complex one. The comparison
may help in visualizing, although
in a highly simplified way, the
brain connectivity. In reality, there
are major basic differences be-
tween the brain circuitry and the
circuitry of a computer. Professor
Gerald Edelman elegantly articu-
lated these differences in one of
these conferences a few years ago4.
Here, I simplify and summarize
part of Professor Edelman’s theo-
ry. First, the brain connectivity is
formed while the brain grows,
hence, it reflects the environment
in which brain development takes
place. Second, each brain activity
results in the molecular modifica-
tion of certain group of connected
synapses, which, in turn, leads to
the strengthening of selective cor-
tical circuits over others. The
changes of cerebral connectivity
resulting from developmental and
experiential events lead to the for-
mation of diverse connectivity pat-
terns which, along with many oth-
er factors, form the structural base
of the distinctive traits characteris-
tic of each human being. There is a
third major difference between the
brain and computer connectivity.
Once destroyed, the brain connec-
tivity cannot grow back. Processes
originating from surviving neu-
rons may expand and partially
compensate for the defective func-
tions of the missing connections
but as of date lost cortical neurons
and their processes cannot be re-
placed.

What is the effect of normal age-
ing on this complex structure? One
of the unavoidable consequences

PIERLUIGI GAMBETTI

Biology and Pathology of the Ageing Brain
Senectus ipsa morbus est?
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of ageing on the brain, especially
the cerebral cortex, is the loss of
substance with ensuing reduction
of weight and volume, commonly
called brain atrophy. Brain weight
and volume reach their peak val-
ues in the second decade of life
and little loss occurs until the fifth
or sixth decade5,6. After the age of
50 years the loss of weight in the
disease-free brain amounts to 2-
3% per decade. The decrease in
the brain volume is for the most
part due to the reduction in number
or size of neurons. This reduction
is far from being homogeneous. In
the cerebral frontal and temporal
neocortices (phylogenetically the
most recent part of the brain most-
ly involved with higher brain func-
tions) large neurons decrease by
approximately 40% after 70 years
of age. However, the decrement
appears to be due mostly to reduc-
tion in size. The neuronal loss is
more severe in the hippocampus,
the cortical structure which plays a
central role in learning and memo-
ry functions. In parts of this struc-
ture, up to over 50% of the neurons
are lost between the ages of 13 and
85 years. There are a number of
other cortical and deeper brain re-
gions in which age-related neu-
ronal depopulation or atrophy does
not seem to occur. Of course, when
neurons die, they carry their
processes with them. However,
neuronal processes may undergo
atrophy even when neurons them-
selves survive. Thus, synapses
have been reported to be decreased
by 20% in subjects over 60 year
old. Besides the structural alter-
ations listed above, the ageing
brain displays amorphous deposits
of insoluble proteins, known as
amyloid plaques, located in the ex-
tracellular space of the cerebral
cortex. Aggregates of insoluble
proteins also accumulate inside the
body of neurons where they form
filamentous structures, the neu-
rofibrillary tangles.

The structural alterations listed
above are commonly attributed to
more subtle molecular changes
which occur in ageing and result in
the presence of proteins that are
abnormal in amount, physico-
chemical characteristics or func-
tion6. Numerous hypotheses have
been put forward to explain the
mechanisms by which aberrant

proteins are formed6. One promi-
nent theory holds that the ageing
related body decay results from the
accretion of errors in the genetic
code itself or in the mechanism by
which the genetic code is tran-
scribed into specific instructions7.
Since the genes carry the code re-
quired for the assembly of the indi-
vidual proteins, errors in the genes
or in the transcriptional mecha-
nism would result in the synthesis
of defective proteins. As a myriad
of proteins are involved in protein
synthesis and assembly, a single
defective protein, in turn, may ad-
versely affect quality or quantity
of many other proteins resulting in
an exponential increase in defec-
tive and undesirable proteins
which would promote the variety
of age-related ailments. Even if the
genetic code remains unchanged
and imparts correct instructions
for protein synthesis, proteins
might become abnormal at a later
stage, during their assembly, when
they undergo a number of distinct
physical and chemical modifica-
tions. These modifications include
abnormal oxidation and addition
of sugars or glycation. Recently,
the spot light has been directed to
protein folding8. Upon synthesis,
proteins undergo a complex
process of folding by which they
acquire a three dimensional con-
formation. Correct folding is re-
quired for the proteins to reach
their destination within the cell

and carry out their function. The
physicochemical properties of a
protein such as its tendency to
form aggregates rather than stay
soluble or its susceptibility to pro-
teases, the enzymes that degrade
proteins when they have complet-
ed their task, may be altered lead-
ing to the accumulation of these
proteins in not disposable and
harmful aggregates. Indeed, the
accumulation of abnormally fold-
ed proteins is a hallmark of aging8.

The number and variety of the
age-related brain alterations raise
three issues. The first concerns
whether and how the individual al-
terations are related. The most rea-
sonable answer is that most
changes occur concurrently, and
when they do, they enhance each
other. For example, errors in the
genetic code are likely to adverse-
ly affect protein folding both of
which may result in the loss of
neurons. In turn, neuronal death
may increase the accumulation of
proteins in harmful aggregates.
The second issue is the effect that
these changes have on mental
functions. This issue has been ele-
gantly reviewed by Professor Den-
nis Selkoe6. There is no question
that these changes are compatible
with normal activities of daily liv-
ing. Although definitive data are
missing, it seems reasonable to in-
fer that the age-related structural
changes of the brain are responsi-
ble for the subtle changes in men-
tal performance that we all know
occur in old age as compared to
the performance of a young mind.
One of the major decrements ap-
pears to involve speed. “Septuage-
narians may not be able to learn
and retrieve detailed information
as quickly as young adults but they
do it nearly as well”6. The third is-
sue is whether the brain changes
which occur in ageing are all de-
structive or some of the changes
represent an attempt to compen-
sate for the deleterious, age-related
alterations in structure and func-
tions. Indeed, there is a net in-
crease of dendrites, possibly repre-
senting a response to compensate
for the loss of neuronal processes
with the growth of neuritic
processes from adjacent viable
neurons. This phenomenon,
known as neuronal plasticity, may
result in the re-establishment of
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lost synaptic connections, hence
probably providing the mainte-
nance of some function. The in-
crease in dendrites has been ob-
served until the age of seventy, but
it is followed by a regression in the
nineties6. These findings indicate
that the human brain is capable of
responding to normal ageing by
remodeling its connectivity until
late in life.

The structural alterations that
characterize the ageing of the
brain, that is the loss of neurons,
the degeneration of neurites and
synapses as well as the accumula-
tion of protein aggregates, espe-
cially the amyloid plaques and the
neurofibrillary tangles, also are the
histopathological hallmarks of the
majority of the degenerative dis-
eases causing dementia in the ad-
vanced age. The difference is
quantitative rather than qualitative.
For example, amyloid plaques are
present in relatively small number
in dementia-free ageing brain but
they are very numerous, often are
larger in size and more destructive
of adjacent brain structures in
Alzheimer’s disease. However,
their chemical composition and,
presumably, their mode of forma-
tion are similar. Similarly, neu-
rofibrillary tangles and degenerat-
ing neurites, which are present in
relatively low number and in se-
lected cortical regions during nor-
mal ageing, are a major lesion in
Alzheimer’s disease (see below),
and of other, rarer dementing con-
ditions. This, of course, has raised
the central issue mentioned at the
beginning of this article, of
whether the dementing diseases
are in a sense an unavoidable com-
ponent of ageing or an indepen-
dent event. In order to put this is-
sue into the proper perspective we
need to briefly examine the epi-
demiology and the causes of de-
mentia presenting in the old age.

The prevalence of dementia in
elderly is high and increases dra-
matically with age during the 8th
and 9th decade5,6. Less than 5% of
the population of ages between 70
and 74 years have dementia, this
percentage rises to 30% between
the ages of 75-84 years, and to
nearly 50% in those older than 85
years. These figures mean that in
the USA the demented population
currently amounts to about 4 mil-

lion individuals, with about 400
thousand new patients per year at
an estimated yearly cost of $ 90-
100 billion9. As it stands this is a
major epidemic but, unfortunately,
it is not all. Worldwide, the popu-
lation over 65 years of age, which
is currently estimated to be about
400 million, is expected to grow at
an annual rate of 2.4%. It is esti-
mated that by the year 2020 the de-
mented population will be approx-
imately 37 million worldwide, 6
million in Europe alone, and the
costs in health care astronomical,
unless a remedy is found5. 

What are the causes of dementia
in old age? In the sixties, British
investigators demonstrated that
Alzheimer’s diseases alone or in
combination with other processes
is by far the most common cause
of dementia, accounting for nearly
70% of all cases while vascular
diseases, such as stroke, the next
common cause of dementia, cause
only about 15% of the cases. This
was a startling revelation as for a
long time dementia was believed
to be caused mostly by cerebral
atherosclerosis or hardening of the
blood vessels. A variety of rare de-
generative diseases accounts for
the remaining cases.

Clinically, Alzheimer’s disease
emerges after the age of 65 years
with prominent loss of recent
memory, which is often associated
with decreased attention, impaired
drawing and spatial orientation as

well as problem solving and calcu-
lation. However, the definitive di-
agnosis of Alzheimer’s disease
can be established only following
microscopic examination of the
brain tissue. At least four types of
lesions are observed: 1. amyloid
plaques; 2. neurofibrillary tangles;
3. loss of neurons in selected brain
regions; 4. degeneration and loss
of neurites and synapses. Although
some investigators disagree, the
overwhelming evidence indicates
that the deposition of amyloid re-
sulting in the formation of plaques
is the primary event in the patho-
genesis of Alzheimer’s disease
while the other lesions are conse-
quent10. The term amyloid which
means starch-like, is unfortunate
since the deposits that form the
plaques in Alzheimer’s as well as
other diseases characterized by the
deposition of amyloid are made of
proteins that are distinctive for
each of the diseases. In
Alzheimer’s disease, the protein
which is the main component of
the plaque amyloid is identified as
amyloid ß (Aß) protein. Aß is a 40-
43 amino acid long internal frag-
ment of a much longer protein
called amyloid precursor protein
(APP) that spans across the mem-
brane of the neurons. Although Aß
appears to be produced by neu-
rons, it is hardly detectable in nor-
mal brain tissue, pointing to the
presence of a mechanism that nor-
mally sequesters or degrades
rapidly this molecule11. Aß howev-
er, appears to augment significant-
ly in quantity in stages preceding
the formation of plaques. This in-
crease has been shown to be asso-
ciated to either enhanced produc-
tion resulting from a genetic muta-
tion or decreased sequestration
and degradation due to metabolic
or genetic defects11. Aß, probably
because of a poorly structured na-
tive conformation, is unstable
when it is present in significant
amount within the brain tissue. Be-
cause of this it adopts a conforma-
tion that leads to its deposition in
insoluble aggregates forming the
plaques. Furthermore, the deposits
of Aß appear to be especially
harmful to the older brains in
which they are likely to cause the
degeneration of neurites and
synapses as well as the formation
of neurofibrillary tangles and the
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loss of neurons12. This admittedly
exceedingly simplified rendition
indicates that a critical event in the
pathogenesis of Alzheimer’s dis-
ease is a shift in conformation of
the protein involved, Aß, which
aggregates and forms disease-
causing insoluble deposits. The Aß
conformational shift is likely to be
amenable to therapeutic interven-
tion.

Several molecules that decrease
or prevent the formation of amy-
loid in vitro have been identified.
These molecules are being tested
by drug companies and the first
clinical trials may soon follow.
From the standpoint of therapeutic
intervention, the issue currently
seems to be unimportant. Howev-
er, to be effective, treatment should
be started at an early stage, before
the disease manifests itself, as it is
done for other age-related condi-
tions such as systemic blood hy-
pertension in which treatment is
started as soon as high blood pres-
sure is detected, not after the first
stroke. Therefore we must learn to
detect amyloid ß deposits as they
first appear so that the therapeutic
intervention can be targeted to the
suitable individuals and at the right
time. An alternative approach is
the accurate identification of the
right candidates for treatment
through the analysis of the risk fac-

tors. Two genes modulating the
probabilities and the timing of de-
veloping Alzheimer’s disease have
been identified13. Since the central
mechanism of amyloid formation
in Alzheimer’s disease, that is the
alteration of the conformation of
proteins resulting in the formation
of aggregates, is shared by a num-
ber of other age-related neurode-
generative diseases and also occurs
in normal ageing, we may learn to
prevent or delay other dementing
diseases and ageing itself if we
succeed in treating Alzheimer’s
disease. If we find such treatment,
and we may very well do so in the
next 5 to 10 years, the age-related
morbidity and disability will be
postponed and compressed into a
relatively short period of late life14.
We will then be able to survive
through a relatively disease-free
and serene senescence with our
vigor and functional independence
maintained and with the time and
disposition to do all what we
dreamed to do in our old age. So,
the future looks encouraging. But
how about now? A recent study
has further confirmed that relative-
ly minor changes in lifestyle such
as no smoking habits, an appropri-
ate diet to maintain the correct
body-mass index and physical and
mental exercise can prevent or sig-
nificantly postpone age-related

morbidity, and improve perfor-
mance in cognitive tests6,14. This
study indicates that if we follow
these simple “home remedies”
many more of us will be able to
fulfil our old age dreams even now.

Prof. PIERLUIGI GAMBETTI, M.D.
Professor and Director

Division of Neuropathology,
the Case Western Reserve University
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The demographic shift from
high to low birth rates and the in-
crease in average life expectancy,
with the resulting ageing of popu-
lations, have characterised the ex-
perience of industrialised coun-
tries during the twentieth century.
This process has also led to a
greatly increased awareness of the
social and health care problems as-
sociated with this whole phenome-
non. The fact that this trend is also
to be seen in many developing
countries is altogether less men-
tioned and less known about. In
these countries at the beginning of
the 1990s there were about 182
million people aged 65 and over as
opposed to 146 million of the same
age band in the industrialised
countries. Furthermore, in 1995
the number of people over 60 in
the world had increased by about
12 million and of these 80% lived
in developing countries. Today the
percentage of elderly people in
these countries is still low but over
the next thirty years the distribu-
tion of the various age bands in
these countries will be very similar
to that which is present in the in-
dustrialised countries – a direct re-
sult of the progressive decrease in
birth rates and the increase in life
expectancy which now charac-
terises these advanced societies.1

Another salient feature of the
ageing of the population is the in-
crease in the “very old” who have
quadrupled in number since 1950,
and who in the year 2025 will
make up a sixth of the entire world
population of the over 65s. Of es-
pecial relevance here is the fact
that the category of those over 80
is increasing twice as rapidly as
the category of those of 65 and
over. Given the marked increase in

chronic pathologies which will
characterise this demographic
trend and the rise in disability
which naturally occurs with old
age, the welfare expenses which
will be needed to meet this devel-
opment can be well imagined. In
Italy, unfortunately, there is no na-
tional system which could allow
an assessment of the levels of
prevalence and incidence of ill-
nesses and disabilities within the
population. A sound policy of
health care planning cannot, how-
ever, exist without an assessment
of epidemiological data on the
pathologies which are most com-
mon amongst elderly people, with-
out knowledge about the percent-
age of disabled people to be found
in each age band, and without in-
formation on those people who

grow old in good health.2

Yet such information is essen-
tial for an assessment of the wel-
fare burden and to achieve an im-
proved distribution of resources.
The “Project on Ageing” of the
CNR (the Italian National Council
for Research), and in particular the
ILSA “Longtitudinal Study”,3 is
the only national initiative dedicat-
ed to providing epidemiological
data on the principal pathologies
and disabilities which are to be
found in the elderly section of the
population. According to the data
provided by the ILSA,4 disability
in two or more daily activities
(washing, getting dressed, eating,
etc.) affects about 3.4% of men
and 4.3% of women in the 65-69
age band but rises to about 25% in
the age band of 80-84 (see chart 1).

STEFANIA MAGGI

The Epidemiology of Pathological Ageing

Chart 1. ILSA Study: Difficulty in DLA*
Percentage Distribution by Sex and Age Band

* DLA: Daily life activities (washing, getting dressed, going to the
bathrooom, moving around a room). 

Males Females

Difficulty in two or moreNo difficulty Difficulty in only one

Age (years)
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If we then take into account the in-
dividuals who have not yet devel-
oped a disbility in one of these ba-
sic activities but who display an
evident cognitive decline and
demonstrate alterations in certain
operational forms of activity
(managing their own finances, go-
ing shopping, using transport sys-
tems etc.) the prevalence of dis-
ability comes to be even higher. 

The levels of prevalence of the
more important pathologies in-
vestigated by the ILSA are repre-
sented in table 1.5 The results of

this survey show, among other
things, that there is a very high
rate of arterial hypertension with-
in the elderly age band – about
60% of such people suffer from
this condition. These rates are
comparable to those obtained in
similar studies which have been
conducted in the United States of
America (NHANES III). Hyper-
tension is one of the most impor-
tant risk factors for vascular
pathologies, which themselves
are the main cause of death and
one of the primary causes of dis-
ability in Western countries. A
careful monitoring of this phe-
nomenon and the creation of suit-
able programmes of primary and
secondary prevention could lead
to a reduction in levels of illness
in this sphere and in the costs pro-
voked by such pathologies. It has
now been proved, for example,
that treatment of hypertension sig-

nificantly reduces the incidence of
ictus and of cardiovascular ill-
nesses in all ages, even in people
who are over 80. It has also been
demonstrated that this kind of ini-
tiative reduces the number of ad-
missions to hospitals and to nurs-
ing homes by about 11%. In the
United States of America, for ex-
ample, it has been calculated that
the treatment of all individuals
suffering from hypertension
would reduce health care expen-
diture by something like $200
million. 

The incidence of osteoarthrosis
is also high – about 51% of males
and 69% of women suffer from
this affliction. The levels of car-
diopathic ischemia, on the other
hand, are lower than that de-
scribed in other similar studies
carried out into Anglo-Saxon
countries and confirms the fact
that this pathology is less frequent
in Mediterranean countries. The
data on ictus affliction display a
high incidence of this pathology
which reaches higher levels than
those revealed by other similar in-
ternational studies. The rate of de-
mentia is 5.1% in males and 7.1%
in women with rates of about 20%
in the band of the most elderly.
These data agree with those de-
scribed by similar research pro-
jects carried out in Europe and in-
dicate a high level of one of the
pathologies which has the highest
of all health care, social, and fam-

ily costs. If one could postpone
the outbreak of this pathology by
a period of five years its incidence
would be reduced by half. The
National Institute of Ageing in the
United States of America has cal-
culated that a delay of this kind in
the outbreak of this affliction
would save the American govern-
ment $40 milliard every year. 

Perhaps the most relevant fact
to be found in the study from the
point of view of public health is
the identification of individuals
who have a “hidden” pathology,
or rather a pathology which was
diagnosed for the first time by the
ILSA study. In about 40% of hy-
pertension cases and in 30% of
heart attack cases the elderly peo-
ple concerned were not aware that
they were afflicted or had been af-
flicted by such pathologies. In
cases of initial dementia and
above all in males under 75 it was
seen that in nearly all cases those
living with these elderly people
were not aware of the pathology
and thus of the imminent need to
supply help to an elderly person
which was in fact awaiting them.
Furthermore, with the advance of
dementia such a need becomes
ever more pressing. These per-
centages of “hidden pathology”
are higher than those discovered,
for example, in the United States
of America or in Sweden, where,
however, programmes already ex-
isted to promote health and to pre-
vent illness by identifying the
groups most at risk to illness or
disability through the use of
screening programmes. 

Most of these pathologies
which are very frequent and very
debilitating could be controlled or
prevented in large measure by
programmes of health education
or primary and secondary preven-
tion. The levels of comorbidity in
the Italian population of elderly
people are very high, as is demon-
strated by chart 2. After the age of
75 less than 10% of the popula-
tion are not afflicted by some kind
of chronic pathology and about
30% have at least three. 

The life conditions of elderly
people and in particular the ability
to engage in social and family in-
teraction, in addition to changes in
lifestyle as a result of retirement,
are fundamental factors in the

Table 1: Prevalence ( in percentages) of the Major 
Chronic Pathologies of Elderly People. ILSA Study, 1997 

Standardised rates of prevalence by age and sex in the Italian population.

Females Males

Nervous System
Dementia 7.1 5.1
Ictus 5.9 7.3
Parkinsonisms 3.0 2.9
Symmetrical distal neuropathy 6.5 6.4

Cardiovascular System
Angina 6.9 7.8
Myocardial infart 4.8 10.6
Cardial decompensation 7.3 5.3
Arrhythmia 20.2 24.7
Hypertension 62.7 54.8
Periferal arteriopathy 4.5 7.4

Endocrin system
Diabetes 13.5 12.8

Osteoarthrosis 69 51
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analysis of the epidemiology of
ageing. The lack of social and
family relationships which elderly
people are often forced to experi-
ence are proven causal factors in
death rates and the incidence of
illness.6 Most elderly people live
at home with their marriage part-
ner even though there are substan-
tial differences between men and
women. The ILSA study demon-
strates that about 26% of women
and 7% of men who are over 65
years of age live alone, and that
32% of women and 40% of men
live with another person who is
over 65 years of age.7 In the cate-
gory of people over 80 one man in
two and one woman in eight are
still in a marriage relationship and
the proportion of widows to wid-
owers is 1:5. 

Although Italy has always been
seen as a country where the fami-
ly is the principal social and psy-
chological support for the elderly
person, it is evident that during
the second part of this century,
following processes of urbanisa-
tion and economic growth and de-

velopment, there has been a con-
stant increase in the number of el-
derly people who live alone, as is
well demonstrated by the study
carried about by the CNR. About
25.7% of women and 7% of men
live alone and the problem of
loneliness becomes even more
relevant, obviously enough, if one
considers that these people often
suffer from major functional limi-
tations. For example, this research
carried out by the CNR reveals
that about 27% of women and
23% of men who live alone have
some kind of disability when it
comes to performing common
daily activities. 40% of men and
32% of women live with another
person who is over 65 and
amongst these about 30% have
functional limitations which bear
heavily on their independence
(see table 2). 

Despite the well-known prob-
lems connected with family
break-down in contemporary so-
ciety we can see that when the
family exists it remains the princi-
pal reference point for the elderly

person and this is especially the
case if he or she is disabled. This
is an important aspect in the or-
ganisation of services because on-
ly about 2% of elderly people live
in an institution. However, the
low percentage of people who are
institutionalised does not mean
that the demand for admission in-
to an institution is being adequate-
ly met. Indeed, in reality demand
exceeds supply in this area and, if
properly organised, home services
could in part solve the problem of
welfare needs which are not met
within the elderly population.
What we need, therefore, are poli-
cies based on farsighted strategies
which take demographic dynam-
ics into account and involve plans
of action which are suitable to the
times in which we live. If the idea
is to favour the presence of elder-
ly people in their own homes – as
is happening in most industri-
alised countries – then the rights
of the family members as well as
the dignity of elderly people must
be defended and upheld. Many
families experience looking after
people who are not self-sufficient
as a real and authentic economic,
physical, social and emotional
problem. Many people have a
conflictual response to the de-
mands made upon them by the
work required in looking after an
elderly relative. 

For these reasons we should re-
organise the kinds of services
which are offered by society. That
is to say we should create services
which are alternative to, or which
complement, hospitalisation and
institutionalisation in general by
promoting ever more suitable
kinds of home support of both a
social and health care character.
The reorganisation in the ways we
provide services springs from a
need for effectiveness which is in-
creasingly felt and widespread.
Although for the very seriously ill

Chart 2. ILSA Study. Number of Pathologies Diagnosed

Table 2. Prevalence (in percentages) of Disability and Domestic Status. ILSA Study

Females Males

Lives alone Lives with Lives in Lives alone Lives with Lives in
an over 65 an institution an over 65 an institution

Self-sufficient 73 67 33 77 68 41
Light disability 19 20 16 13 19 29
Serious disability 6 12 35 8 10 21
Not self-sufficient 2 1 16 2 3 9

Males Females

> two pathologiesone to two pathologiesNo pathology

Age (years)
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the provision of drugs and treat-
ment may be sufficient, in the
case of the chronically ill or the
disabled what is of fundamental
importance is the context and the
methods within and by which
constant help is supplied. In the
creation of a network of constant
help it is of fundamental impor-
tance to bear in mind not only the
contribution made by social and
health care workers but also – and
above all else – the help provided
by the members of the family –
something which can also ensure
the continuation of social and af-
fective relationships on the part of
the elderly person and thus a high-
er quality of life for that individ-
ual as well. 

Amongst the social risk factors
which exist perhaps the most im-
portant in terms of its implications
for health is the low level of in-
struction which is to be found
within the elderly population.
About 30% of males and 43% of
women in this category have three
years or less of schooling and on-
ly about 20% of men and 10% of
women have a diploma or a de-
gree. The relationship between
schooling and state of health is
one of the most interesting areas
of geriatric research precisely be-
cause we need to have a clear idea
of what the possible determining
factors might be behind the fact
that individuals who have re-
ceived less instruction are more
likely to encounter illness and dis-
ability. The ILSA study has de-
tected a strong association be-
tween levels of instruction and
physical disability which is twice
as high in people with two or three
years schooling compared to the
rest of the population. It is possi-
ble, however, that this association
is due to the higher level of seri-
ousness of the pathology which is
present – something which can be
caused by delays in the achieve-
ment of a diagnosis in members of
the population with lower levels
of instruction.8

Conclusion

An analysis of the complex re-
lationships between the demo-
graphic and epidemiological char-
acteristics of the population is

necessary if we want to achieve a
rational planning of medical re-
search and social and health care
provision. During our century the
elderly population has undergone
a numerical and relative increase
which is without precedence. The
predicted “compression of mor-
bidity” which should have led to a
increase in life expectancy with-
out pathologies or disabilities has
not so far actually taken place.
Higher survival rates for women
as opposed to men involves a
large number of women living on
their own in health conditions
which are poor and in precarious
economic situations, and such
women frequently require social
and health care provision which is
often expensive. The projections
for the state of the population in
thirty or forty years’ time suggest
a constant increase in the elderly
population with all the heavy con-
sequences for welfare provision
that this development implies.
Special attention should be paid to
those disabling pathologies which
although they are not fatal do
cause a loss of self-sufficiency
which requires constant care and
assistance. For this reason, the ini-
tiatives taken by geriatric and
gerontological research must be
directed towards understanding
the physiological and psychologi-
cal processes which are bound up
with ageing. Only by achieving a
suitable knowledge about the risk
factors behind illness and about
the conditions which favour a

shift from independence to depen-
dence will we be able to prevent
or postpone the pathologies and
disabilities suffered by elderly
people, and only then will we be
able to see the ageing of the popu-
lation as a positive achievement
which has been obtained by our
society rather than as a problem
and a burden for the younger gen-
erations. 

Dr. STEFANIA MAGGI,
Researcher at the CNR,
the Project on Ageing.
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I have been asked to deal with
the psychosociology of ageing.
With such a broad field to cover in
the allocated time I can only select
a few key concepts and present
each fairly briefly, rather than at-
tempt to give a comprehensive re-
view of the subject.

Plato said “It gives me great
pleasure to converse with the
aged. They have been over the
road that all of us must travel, and
know where it is rough and diffi-
cult and where it is level and
easy”. And yet he has also said
“Old age is a dreary solitude”.

These positive and negative
viewpoints of old age from the
same philosopher are typical of
the great diversity of views and
findings relating to the psychoso-
cial aspects of ageing.

Theories of Ageing

There have been a number of
theories of the psychology of nor-
mal ageing. 

One of the most prominent of
these has been the disengagement
theory proposed by Cumming and
Henry (1979), viz that ageing is
an inevitable mutual withdrawal
or disengagement, resulting in de-
creased interaction between the
ageing person and others in the
social systems to which they be-
long. These authors considered
that those who had disengaged
successfully seemed more content
than those who had not so disen-
gaged. However it has been ar-
gued that the disengagement theo-
ry has been successful in justify-
ing social policies which margin-
alise old people (Williams, 1994).

A contrary activity theory pro-

posed by Maddox (1964) suggests
that old people who remain as ac-
tive, productive and socially inte-
grated as possible are most likely
to have a sense of life satisfaction.
As with the disengagement theo-
ry, there is an inherent value
judgement in this theory, with the
dangerous corollary that those
who do not manage or wish to re-
main ‘active’ have, in some sense,
failed the test of ageing and are
not entitled to the help of the rest
of society (Williams, 1994).

The continuity theory of Atch-
ley (1972) stated that people at-
tempt to continue on a trajectory
of disengagement, or activity, or
other behaviour depending on the
lifestyles and personalities they
have established in younger life.
Because of this there is no single
direction or pattern of social psy-
chological ageing, nor a single
pattern of optimum ageing.

Both the disengagement or the
activity theory are too reductionist
and too simplistic to account for

the multiplicity, diversity and
richness of patterns of ageing
(Neugarten, 1988).

Besides the genetic endow-
ment, personality structure and
lifetime experiences which a per-
son brings into old age, further
factors which can contribute to
variations in patterns of ageing in-
clude differences in sociocultural
settings (Havinghurst et al, 1969),
the increasing ethnic diversity in
countries with high migrant in-
take, different cohort effects of the
era in which they were raised, and
the rapidly changing social struc-
ture of the society into which they
enter old age. Definitions of age
groups, age distinctions and age
norms are dynamic, and change
over historical time in concert
with other types of social change
(Neugarten and Neugarten 1987)

Eric Erikson produced a devel-
opmental theory for the whole of
life, postulating eight stages. In
the last of these stages, termed
‘later adulthood’, he emphasised
the importance of approaching
death which he said drove old
people to review and attempt to
integrate their life experiences
with their world view and expec-
tations, leading to either ego in-
tegrity or despair. Erikson saw
this phase as beginning usually
around 51 years, which is quite
young in gerontological terms,
and emphasises the continuity of
ageing with earlier life. It is quite
possible that, with the greater ex-
pectation of life now, in most peo-
ple this phase occurs at a some-
what older age.

It is very clear that the psychol-
ogy of the aged is not stereotyped
but can be very diverse, as at all
earlier ages, and that there is an

PETER WALTER BURVILL

The Psychosociology of Ageing
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enormous variety in the possible
responses of individuals to age-
ing, very dependent on their prior
personalities, culture, life experi-
ences, circumstances and health.

This raises the question of when
‘old age’ begins. Many people
with good health and circum-
stances may not view themselves
as ‘old’ at the usual arbitrary age
of 60 or 65 years, but rather at 70
or 75 years, when signs of physi-
cal infirmity become more obvi-
ous. ‘Denial’ of being elderly un-
til these later ages is not necessar-
ily abnormal but may be a sign of
healthy successful adaptation to
growing older with adaptive atti-
tudes the opposite to that postulat-
ed by the disengagement theory.
The majority of people over the
age of 65 years, although retired,
are vigorous and competent peo-
ple, active in their families and
communities, and persons who
have coped successfully with
transitions of the second half of
life.

There are a number of factors
which may influence and/or im-
pair this ageing process, besides
those relating to earlier years.
These include their economic cir-
cumstances, housing, cultural set-
ting, relationships with other peo-
ple, social networks, various loss-
es, mobility, dependency on oth-
ers, physical and mental health,
and level of cognition.

Networks

All the gerontological literature
emphasises the importance of so-
cial networks and social support.
This subject has been reviewed by
Wenger (1996). The author sug-
gests that network formation is a
basic part of the human condition.
With increasing age, reliance on
kin increases, as with the passage
of time the number of siblings and
friends in a person’s network de-
creases. Social network adapta-
tion begins in early life and the
available evidence suggests that
the network-type remains fairly
stable over the life course. Those
with prominent family ties and
stable residential patterns are like-
ly to have dense networks with
multiple ties. Those who came
from small families and those

who have been geographically
mobile during their life are more
likely to have more diffuse net-
works with complex ties. Howev-
er each of these lie on a continu-
um. A number of factors in mod-
ern life can influence the avail-
ability of kin, including smaller
families and greater mobility of
their children as part of their
work, including migration to oth-
er countries.

However, there is a point be-
yond which the elderly person’s
needs may exceed the resources
of the informal network. Wenger
has found that it is the excess of
demands over culturally defined
expectations which creates the
greatest strain in the networks of
elderly people.

Losses

When we consider the losses
that accompany old age - the death
of spouse, relatives and friends,
the loss of occupational roles on
retirement, the financial decline
often associated with this, the loss
of sexual attractiveness, the loss of
physical mobility (and with it con-
tact with relatives and friends), the
loss of memory and the numerous
other losses that result from the
physical decrements of advancing
years, we might expect that old
age would be a time beset with
grief and misery. Yet this is not
necessarily so (Parkes, 1997). De-
pressive illness in the elderly has
been shown to be closely associat-
ed with adverse events involving

threat or loss (Murphy, 1982), just
as Brown and his colleagues have
consistently found in younger
adult women (Brown and Harris
1978). Murphy has noted that
many losses for the elderly have a
quality of finality about them.
However community surveys
have shown that the elderly report
less subjective stress (Henderson
et al, 1981) and actually have few-
er adverse events, and fewer se-
vere adverse events, than younger
adults. Murphy (1982) has re-
marked how “the majority of old-
er people who are suffering from
social problems, adverse life
events and poor health remain re-
markably cheerful, and it is only
those who lack a confiding rela-
tionship who appear to be vulnera-
ble to depression in the face of
these problems”. She found in her
studies that a relationship with a
confidant can act as a buffer
against depression in these cir-
cumstances and she proposed that
the essential protective quality is
the person’s capacity for intimacy,
which is one aspect of the person’s
pre-morbid personality.

It used be taught that depressive
illness was much commoner in
the elderly than in younger age
groups. However, the Epidemio-
logic Catchment Area (ECA)
Studies in America have shown a
prevalence of depression of 2.5%
in persons over the age of 65
years, the lowest across all age
groups, in marked contrast to the
rate of 6.4% in persons aged 22-
24 years. Since, their other studies
have confirmed the lower rates of
depression in the community in
the elderly, although some authors
still dispute this (Snowden, 1989).

Bereavement is one such major
loss in the elderly, with the death
of spouse, relatives and friends.
Various studies indicate that the
loss of children and grandchildren
is especially traumatic for the el-
derly, and that this trauma is com-
pounded if the death is sudden
and unexpected (Parkes, 1997).
The loss of a spouse in old age of-
ten sets in train other losses, e.g.
income, homes, friends etc.,
which often prove as traumatic as
the bereavement itself, particular-
ly for those whose physical or
mental resilience is already chal-
lenged. Old people will often try
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to change as little as possible
when their spouse dies. They will
prefer to stay in the same house,
follow the same routines and be-
have as if their partner were still
present (Parkes, 1997).

Mobility

The mobility of elderly people
can have a profound effect on their
social activities. Good mobility
can be a major factor in maintain-
ing an elderly person’s active ful-
filling life. On the other hand, re-
duced mobility can lead to in-
creased dependence on other peo-
ple to care for them, reduced so-
cial contacts, increased time spent
at home and to consequent loneli-
ness and isolation. For many el-
derly people, especially in areas
with poor public transport, the loss
of their driver’s licence because of
physical or mental health consid-
erations, can have a profound ef-
fect on their ability to leave their
home, maintain social networks
and usual life activities, and on
even such day to day activities as
shopping. Generally, people’s mo-
bility tends to become progres-
sively impaired from the age of 75
onwards, and certainly from 80
years onwards. However, some
very old people can drive cars
safely within short distances of
their home with consequent enor-
mous benefit in maintaining their
independence and social contacts.
I know one 94 year old family
friend who has her driving ability
checked and a driver’s license
reissued on an annual basis. Hav-
ing a stroke, which is a very com-
mon occurrence in the elderly, is a
major contributor to impaired mo-
bility, and may cause various de-
grees of this at an earlier age.

Housing

The objective towards which
we should be orientated is for the
elderly to be able to remain in
their homes, relying, if necessary,
on adequate forms of home care.
Leaving their own home to go to
live with others, and especially to
live in some form of institutional
care, can be a major life event to
be avoided at all costs for many

elderly people, or alternatively
having this prospect as a potential
threat because of ill health or oth-
er circumstances.

Besides the great majority of
people who have led a relatively
conventional mode of life, living
in a home with their spouse, fami-
ly, friends or others, we should not
forget another group, who are
homeless – small in numbers, but
very unfortunate in their circum-
stances. Many older people in
large cities have been living rough
for many years and homelessness
can become a way of life. Mental
illness, physical health problems,
alcohol abuse, criminal behaviour
and disaffiliation are some of the
problems associated with the
homeless – the majority of people
living the streets have at least one
of these problems (Crane, 1996).
It has been found that the difficul-
ties of helping these people are
profound and go well beyond pro-
viding housing.

Institutionalisation 
v Community Care

Institutionalisation increases
with advancing age, especially af-
ter the age of 75-80 years. A num-
ber of factors can influence this,
predominantly physical illness,
mental illness and impaired cog-
nition, as well as social circum-
stances such as lack of a spouse or
kin to care for them in times of in-
creased dependency. Two major
health conditions influencing this
are strokes and dementia, espe-

cially Alzheimer’s Disease. Both
increase with age, for example
the prevalence of Alzheimer’s
Disease doubles each five years
from the age of 60 to 95 years
(Jorm et al, 1987). With stroke,
both decreased mobility from
paralysed limbs and impaired
cognition can contribute to an in-
ability of the people to care for
themselves and possible necessity
for institutionalisation of some
type. Given increased longevity,
increasing number of elderly in
the population, and increasing
prevalence of these two condi-
tions with age, it is obvious that
the demands for the care of the el-
derly for these two medical con-
ditions alone will increase
markedly in coming years.

With increasing age and num-
bers of the elderly in society the
number of people not able to care
fully for themselves will increase
considerably. Their families will
be smaller, with daughters as well
as sons probably working and the
increasing prospects of their liv-
ing far from the parents. Thus the
source of traditional carers will be
smaller. With the greater life span
of females over males, this prob-
lem will be compounded for older
women. This will come at a time
when the ratio of elderly to the
working population will increase
considerably. It is unrealistic to
expect governments to allocate a
greater proportion of their budgets
to the care of the elderly. The au-
thorities will not have the money
to build more and more hostels,
nursing homes and similar institu-
tional accommodation for depen-
dent elderly.

This comes at a time of greatly
increasing cost of health services
generally, which is becoming an
increasingly major problem for all
countries. The cost of hospitalisa-
tion for whatever cause has be-
come exceptionally high and al-
most prohibitive. This has lead to
much shorter hospital stays for
most medical conditions, and
greater use of day hospital surgery
etc. Increasingly the emphasis is
on care in the community rather
than in hospitals and institutions.
This will apply also to the increas-
ing numbers of elderly people.
Unfortunately, good community
care is not cheap, a factor that
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many governments are loath to
acknowledge. The result is often a
much less than ideal delivery sys-
tem of community care.

Inevitably, the future care of the
dependent elderly will be pre-
dominantly community based,
with the elderly remaining in their
own homes, relying where neces-
sary on adequate forms of home
care. This will occur at a time of
social change where families are
smaller and women spend much
longer time in the work force,
with a corresponding reduction in
the availability of former tradi-

tional family help. Unfortunately,
many governments are often re-
luctant to provide sufficient fi-
nance to provide good compre-
hensive community services, and
many elderly have very limited fi-
nancial resources. With the in-
creasing proportion of elderly to
those in the working force, this
will provide a major challenge to
society in future.

This leads to a possible role for
the Church in this field, very rele-
vant to the theme of this confer-
ence. The Church has a long, im-
pressive record of charities for old

persons. In the past these were
probably predominantly institu-
tionally based. The great chal-
lenge for the Church in the future
will be to reorientate its efforts
away from hospitals and other in-
stitutions and to develop good
community care systems, begin-
ning at the parish level, particular-
ly targeting services not well
catered for by health and commu-
nity authorities.

Prof. PETER WALTER BURVILL
Professor of Psychiatry,

University of Western Australia
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Measures and policies in the so-
cial and health care sector directed
towards the elderly are characterised
by a widespread inequality which is
in large part attributable to certain
stereotypes which have hitherto
dominated the debate in the mass
media about the whole question of
the ageing of the population.1

This has meant that the complex
and variegated questions and issues
connected on the one hand to the
constant increase in life expectancy,
and on the other to the progressive
decrease in birth rates, have been un-
derstood in only partial terms and in
general have had a negative connota-
tion.2 In the Anglo-Saxon literature
on the subject this tendency has re-
ceived the label “ageism”. The
stereotypes which characterise this
literature are based solely on age and
although they do not lack a reason-
able basis and foundation they actu-
ally hinder the achievement of an
overall vision of the socio-economic
condition, the state of health, and the
lifestyles of the elderly population.1

For this reason my paper will con-
centrate on an analysis of the three
principal kinds of stereotype – the
compassionate approach, the exag-
geratedly optimistic approach, and
the conflictual approach – which
hitherto have prevailed in the publi-
cations of the experts in this field and
in the analysis furnished by the mass
media.1

The Compassionate Approach

A primary form of “ageism” has
been described as “compassionate
ageism”,1 and this spings from an ex-
clusively social idea of the phenom-
enon of ageing. The elderly person is
seen as being poor, alone and ill, and
thus society has to come to his or her
help. It is certainly true, it must be

observed, that the period of retire-
ment generally coincides (although
this is not always of course the case)3

with the loss of a social role, social
marginalisation and a notable reduc-
tion in levels of personal income.4

Women certainly suffer more
from this condition than men be-
cause they have a ligher life ex-
pectancy than their male counter-
parts. But this is not the only reason.
It has been clearly demonstrated that
there is a close correlation between
socio-economic status and physical
health.2 Convincing explanations of
a biological character have also been
produced in relation to this issue.5

However, it is also true that such a
fatalistic vision of the reality of the
elderly person which involves the
“old person” being attributed a role
which is exclusively passive leads to
attitudes which can be widely ob-
served in present-day society and
which are absolutely unjustifiable in
terms of the unchanging value of hu-
manity from birth till death. There
are very many examples of these
negative tendencies, beginning with
the lack of a political will to solve
the problems encountered by elderly
people and ending with the cynicism
and the superficiality of the behav-
iour of many health care workers. 

None of the industrialised coun-
tries have so far sought to adopt
strategies which have been shown to
be able to solve the most acute prob-
lems and difficulties of old age. At
the present time the dominant idea is
to contain expenditure and this atti-
tude appears to be growing stronger
with the present threat of a world-
wide economic recession. In medi-
cine a number of studies have shown
that a large proportion of elderly
people are not treated with drugs and
medicines – thrombolytics for acute
myocradial infarcation6, beta-block-
ers for arterial hypertension7 and

cholesterol-lowering agents for ath-
erosclerosis8 – which have been
shown to be just as effective, and
even more effective, when applied to
the elderly as when applied to young
people or adults. 

In the same way a large number of
elderly people, especially if they are
women, are constantly excluded
from controlled clinical studies
which are considered to be indis-
pensable if we want to achieve an ef-
fective cost-effectiveness assess-
ment of forms of therapy and treat-
ment.9 A recent publication which
provoked a great deal of comment
and debate in the mass media in the
United States of America brought
out the discrimination practised to-
wards very elderly people and elder-
ly people suffering from cancer who
were resident in nursing homes.
When they were in pain either they
were not given any kinds of pain-
killers at all (something that hap-
pened in 30% of such cases) or they
were merely prescribed the least ef-
fective forms of pain-killers.10

Optimistic Ageing

A second kind of ageism is that
which has been described as “opti-
mistic ageism”.1 This approach is
based on the view that the premises
exist for the achievement of a “suc-
cessful old age” firstly through the
employment of effective strategies
of prevention and secondly through
a retrieval of the role of the elderly
person within society. In essential
terms what we have here is an expo-
sition of the hypothesis advanced by
Fries11 which involves a “rectanguli-
sation” of the survival curve. In the
opinion of this expert it is possible to
ensure that all people have good
health up to the point of being still
alive as permitted by the rules of the

PIER UGO CARBONIN

Social Inequality and the Health 
of the Elderly Person



59THE CHURCH AND THE ELDERLY. “IN OLD AGE THEY WILL STILL BEAR FRUIT” PSALM 92,15

human species. Certain facts suggest
that this is indeed possible. It has
been seen, for example, that the most
important chronic-degenerative
pathologies of old age can be in part
prevented by eliminating the princi-
pal risk factors and/or by improving
the socio-economic conditions of the
population. Furthermore, gerontolo-
gists are unanimous in the view that
growing old is not in itself a patho-
logical condition. And epidemiolog-
ical studies continue to demonstrate
that a significant proportion of peo-
ple over eighty continue to be self-
reliant and in good health.12

However, a government which be-
lieved – as indeed seems often to be
the case – that it could solve the
problem of the ageing of the popula-
tion by aiming at the policy of suc-
cessful old age would deprive a large
proportion of old people of support
for many years to come who would
thus continue to suffer from chronic-
degenerative illnesses and would be-
come disabled as a result. This is so
for two principal reasons. First of all
because our knowledge about many
of the illnesses which disable elderly
people (tumours, Alzheimer’s, ather-
osclerosis, osteoarthropathies) is still
fragmentary and incomplete and as a
result it is impossible to suppose that
within a few years it will be possible
to have effective therapies. Second-
ly, because even in sections of the
population where major improve-
ments in lifestyles have produced
major increases in life expectancy an
intensification of vulnerability has
been observed in people over the age
of seventy-five with an exponential
growth in the incidence of poly-
pathology and disability for this so-
cial category.13

These examples bear out that the
situation as regards health care and
old age has not changed since twen-
ty years ago when a book was pub-
lished in the United States of Ameri-
ca which condemned and brought to
light the relative lack of care and at-
tention dedicated by medical doctors
of all the branches of medicine to se-
nile pathologies.14

It should also be observed that an
effective strategy of prevention with
regard to pathological ageing could
not be limited to a mere weighty de-
claration of principles but must also
involve suitable investments which
can give rise to incisive measures
and policies from an early age. This
is an objective of the document
which has been widely distributed
by the World Health Organisation

for the year of the elderly in 1999.15

By way of example one might cite
the prevention of early death and dis-
ability through the encouragement of
physical exercise, the effectiveness
of which has been clearly demon-
strated. However, in no nation of the
globe, not even in the United States
of America, have education cam-
paigns been promoted in this sense
in relation to the whole of the popu-
lation beginning with schoolchild-
ren.16 Until something of this kind
takes place research on the elderly
will continue to demonstrate – to the
satisfaction of researchers but not to
those who are directly concerned –
that individuals who have a high in-
come and can thus adopt lifestyles
which are more healthy and allow
them to engage in physical exercise
will live longer than other people
and will have less probabilities of
becoming disabled with the passing
of time. 

Conflictual Ageing

This approach has a twofold basis.
On the one hand because of the fall
in the birth rate and the constant in-
crease in life expectancy, an increas-
ingly smaller occupationally active
population will have to shoulder the
burden of supporting an increasing
number of elderly people. On the
other hand, the costs of health care
for elderly people which already
constitute a large part of the total are
destined to increase further because
of demographic trends. This devel-
opment does not only give rise to
fears about a conflict between the
generations but has already led to
trends which are emerging in bio-
medical research and health care or-
ganisations in such leader nations as
the United States of America18 and
Great Britain18 and which lead to the
conclusion that we are very near to
the abandonment of the Welfare
State. These trends involve, for ex-
ample, the proposal that a limit to
health care expenditure should be
applied in relation to age. “At 70-80
most people have already played out
the opportunities which life has of-
fered them” and “after that age soci-
ety should establish that health care
expenditure should not go beyond
meeting the costs of simple palliative
measures designed to reduce pain
and suffering”.17

Reference has already been made
in this paper to the relationship be-
tween life expectancy and social

class. The more a class is advantaged
in terms of income and levels of ed-
ucation, the greater the actual
achievements in terms of life dura-
tion.19 In contrary fashion, the trend
is in the opposite direction in the
case of the less advantaged social
classes. Furthermore, health care ex-
penditure in terms of all services is
much higher in net terms in the most
disadvantaged classes. This seems to
be because a precarious socio-eco-
nomic condition favours the appear-
ance of very varied kinds of patholo-
gies. It follows from this that if one
wants to reduce the expenditure ded-
icated to providing care for the elder-
ly it is necessary to improve both the
services which offer such care and to
provide the elderly with socio-eco-
nomic conditions which meet their
needs. It is only upon these bases
that the “rationalisation” of health
care expenditure can take place. In-
deed, the concept of rationalisation
must not be confused with that of
“rationing”, as is often, unfortunate-
ly, the practice of many health care
planners. 

In addition, in order to achieve a
fair and far-sighted rationalisation of
health care expenditure we must be
aware of the principal causes behind
the constant increase in such expen-
diture, first and foremost because
these costs are rising much more
rapidly than the increase in the elder-
ly population.20 For this reason the
factors which are responsible for the
chronic deficit in health care budgets
do not seem so much to be the demo-
graphic changes as such varying ele-
ments as, for example, the increasing
resort to increasingly sophisticated
forms of technology and the role of
wasteful activity and forms of inter-
vention. 

Various studies have demonstrat-
ed that effective socio-health care in-
tegration allows an improvement in
quality of life and a substantial sav-
ing in expenditure thanks first and
foremost to a reduction in unneces-
sary hospitalisation. Despite this
fact, the single entrance of the elder-
ly sick person into an integrated net-
work of ongoing health care services
is very far from being achieved even
in countries such as Great Britain
where the bases of a geriatric culture
were well established some fifty
years ago.21

The tendency to think exclusively
in terms of saving on expenditure
has led to health care becoming
modelled on company practices.
Separate centres of cost have been
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created which have heavily obstruct-
ed the integration of services and
caused damage above all else to sick
people, who require, like elderly
people, constant care and treatment. 

This is what has taken place in
Italy following the passing of the law
on payment for services through the
DRG system. The length of stay has
been markedly reduced and the num-
ber of admissions which are not nec-
essary have been almost totally elim-
inated.21 A net decrease in deaths
within hospitals has taken place at
the same time not because of the ad-
vances which have taken place in
Italian hospitals over the last two
years but because hospitals are no
longer playing the part of a hospice.
This phenomenon – which has
emerged after the appearance of the
payment for services system – be-
comes even more significant when
one takes into consideration the sta-
tistics relating to death by tumours
within hospitals: in the case of indi-
viduals under the age of sixty-five
there have been no significant
changes in death rates whereas in the
case of individuals over the age of
sixty-five such rates have been re-
duced by a half (GIFI data as yet un-
published). 

After the introduction of the DRG
system, therefore, hospitals have
tended to select which patients
should be admitted and have pre-
ferred to look after those who are af-
flicted by pathologies which are eco-
nomically more convenient, and this
to the detriment of those which are
more difficult to treat and less remu-
nerative. Indeed, this tendency to re-
duce the number of elderly people
who are admitted to hospital in-
volves the implementation – even
though in an implicit fashion – of the
policy of cutting back on health care
coverage for individuals who belong
to the elderly age band. This is a pol-
icy, it must be said, which is openly
advanced by a number of health care
economists. One should, however,
devote a thought or two to the case of
a sick elderly person who is refused
admission to a hospital who lives
alone or whose only near relative is
also elderly and who no longer has
the possibility of living in decent res-
idential conditions. Here nobody
should be amazed if to describe such
a situation use is made of the phrase
“slow, concealed euthanasia”. 

These are the problems of health
care planning which characterise the
industrialised nations, but for devel-
oping countries the difficulties are

different in character, even more se-
rious, and amount to absences where
technological failings lead the list. 

Conclusion

It seems that the only path to be
taken to solve the complex ques-
tions, issues and problems associated
with the ageing of the population is
that of moving towards an overall
and multidimensional approach
which is based upon the “logic of
solidarity” – in the deepest sense of
the phrase – of Christian doctrine. 

Social inequality is not only a
negation of the universal value of
man but also the principal cause –
quite apart from specific aetiologies
– of the most important forms of dis-
order which now exist. As a result,
the elimination of social inequality
cannot fail to lead to an improve-
ment in the health of the population
and thus to a reduction in health care
expenditure. The logic of solidarity,
therefore, must be the guiding prin-
ciple behind projects which propose
a rationalisation of health care ex-
penditure.

In this sense medicine, too, must
undergo a profound change along
the lines of Virchow’s paradigm:
“medicine is a social science and
politics is nothing else but medicine
on a grand scale”.23 On the basis of
his studies of infectious diseases,
Virchow was always a strong sup-
porter of the importance of socio-
economic causes in the genesis of ill-
nesses. For a long time he opposed
the theories of Koch and denied the
relevance of the discovery of the tu-
berculosis bacillus. Koch was one of
the founders of research into the bio-
logical causes of illness and for the
whole of this century this line of in-
quiry has been predominant. The
medicine of the year 2000 must be a
balanced and integrated union of the
two tendencies – Koch and Virchow
must live together and molecular bi-
ology must increasingly and more
effectively unite with epidemiology,
social medicine and health care po-
lices. This must be the true path to be
followed to achieve an overall form
of medicine which will be able to re-
trieve to the full the principle of soli-
darity. 

Prof. PIER UGO CARBONIN
Director of the Institute 

of Internal Medicine and Geriatrics,
the Catholic University 

of the Sacred Heart, Rome.
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Introduction

The Church and the elderly per-
son: we have before us a relation-
ship which exists between two real
and concrete realities under the
banner of mutual reciprocity; a re-
lationship that is to say which goes
in two different directions – from
the Church to the elderly person on
the one hand, and from the elderly
person to the Church on the other. 

This relationship can be exam-
ined from a number of angles. In
this paper I will dwell upon the the-
ological and pastoral aspects of this
relationship. In this sense the refer-
ence is above all else to the plan of
God, a wise and living plan which
revolves around Jesus Christ, the
Word made man – everything has
its origin in him, its substance and
its goal. Everything – thus the
Church as well, and the elderly per-
son, and their relationship. In par-
ticular, one is dealing with a plan
which God himself reveals to man
– God speaks to man and asks man
to listen to Him through faith. Vati-
can Council II declared: “It has
pleased God, in his goodness and
wisdom, to reveal himself and to
make known the mystery of his will
(cf Eph 1:9). His will was that men
would have access to the Father
through Christ, the Word made
flesh, in the Holy Spirit, and thus
become sharers in the divine nature
(cf Eph 2:18; 2 Pet 1:4). By this
revelation the invisible God (cf Col
1:15; 1 Tim 1:17), from the fullness
of his love, addresses men as his
friends (cf Es 33:11; Jn 15:14-15),
and moves among them (cf Bar
3:38), in order to invite and receive
them into his own company (Dei
Verbum, 2).”

The words of revelation, which

are to be found in the Word made
flesh, that is to say in Jesus, are ad-
dressed to the Church – the Body
and Bride of the Lord and the living
Temple of his Spirit. The Church,
indeed, is the sign and the place of
the permanent presence of the un-
ceasing and unending action of
Christ amongst us and for us, it is
the human space within which the
revelation of the plan of God is pro-
claimed, received and lived out
every day. 

By this route we come to the
more specifically pastoral aspects
of the subject, the aspects that is to
say which concern the Church in
her constant construction down his-
tory thanks to the Spirit of Christ
and with the free co-operation of all
believers. Pastoral action is specifi-
cally the action of the Church
called by the Lord to share in his
mission to achieve the salvation of
the world, and thus to give the new
life of the Spirit to men. In this way,
the pastoral action of the Church
manifests and expresses her fasci-
nating mystery as virgin Bride and
fruitful Mother. Indeed, the
Church, seen in terms of her deep
truth and singular beauty, is the liv-
ing conclusion of the love of
Christ’s giving on the cross, as in-
deed we are well reminded by the
author of the Letter to the Eph-
esians: “Christ shewed love to the
Church when he gave himself up
on its behalf. He would hallow it,
purify it by bathing it in the water
to which his word gave life; he
would summon it into his own
presence, the Church in all its beau-
ty, no stain, no wrinkle, no such
disfigurement; it was to be holy, it
was to be spotless” (Eph 5:25-27).
In this sense, precisely because she
is the conclusion of the love of giv-

ing of Christ, the Church receives
such salvation and thereby be-
comes a “saved community”. 

But the effectiveness of the love
of Christ for the Church does not
stop here. The Church is so pene-
trated and enriched by this love as
to be, in Christ and with Christ, an
active beginning of salvation and
thus not only a saved community
but also a “saving community”. We
can thus understand the profound
meaning of the pastoral action of
the Church which, indeed, is ex-
pressed in the instructive sentence
of the Venerable Bede: “Ecclesia
quotidie gignit Ecclesiam” (every
day the Church generates the
Church”. In a certain sense, the
Church is a mystery of self-genera-
tion – the Church, that is to say,
generates herself, obviously not
through her own mediation but al-
ways and only because of the
freely-given power of the Spirit
who is Lord and giver of life. 

The two aspects which have been
referred to – the theological and the
pastoral – are intimately bound up.
The plan of God has its living and
personal centre in Jesus Christ and
precisely because of this in his in-
separable Body – the Church. It is
once again the Apostle Paul who in-
troduces us to this (at one and the
same time) both Christological and
ecclesiological horizon: “He
(Christ) is the true likeness of the
God we cannot see; his is that first
birth which precedes every act of
creation... he takes precedency of
all, and in him all subsist. He too is
that head whose body is the
Church; it begins with him, since
his was the first birth out of death;
thus in every way the primacy was
to become his” (Col 1:15ss). 

It is from this point of view that
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we can be guided in our thinking
about the relationship between the
Church and the elderly person in
pastoral terms: this relationship by
its very nature cannot but be theo-
logically based and thus rooted and
animated by the plan of God. The
pastoral approach revolves around
the central, distinguishing and uni-
fying central point of the mission of
the Church with its specific con-
tents, its characteristics and its
goals. Thus it is the mission of the
Church which decides and defines
the real and original meaning of the
relationship which must be estab-
lished between the Church and the
elderly person. 

Let us now consider, therefore,
the mission of the Church and be-
gin by bringing out its essential
character and concrete implica-
tions. This mission has its roots and
its power not in the Church herself
but in Jesus Christ, in its likeness
to, and participation in, the mission
of Jesus Christ who comes from,
and is sustained by, the Father. He
spoke in these terms at the Easter
supper: “Peace be upon you; I came
upon an errand from my Father and
now I am sending you out in your
turn” (Jn 20:21). And before as-
cending to heaven he said to the
eleven: “All authority in heaven
and earth, he said, has been given to
me; you, therefore, must go out,
making disciples of all nations...”
(Mt 28:18-19). It follows from this
that in her words and actions to-
wards the elderly person, the
Church renders the words and the
actions of the Lord Jesus mysteri-
ously but really present and opera-
tive. This is where the Church is a
“universal sacrament of salvation”
(cf Lumen Gentium, 48). This
means that the members of the
Church in every pastoral activity
that they carry out must always act
with the clear and joyous aware-
ness of being the signs and instru-
ments of the work of Christ, and
must equally always be intimately
bound to him like vine branches to
a vine to ensure the real fruitfulness
of their pastoral activity, and this in
line with the words spoken by Je-
sus: “I am the vine, you are its
branches; if a man lives on in me,
and I in him, then he will yield
abundant fruit; separated from me
you have no power to do anything”
(Jn 15: 5). 

1. Preach the Gospel 
to Every Living Creature

The mission of the Church
comes from, and is animated by,
that of Jesus. But what is the mis-
sion of Jesus? In essential terms it
is the preaching of the Gospel, of
the good news of the love of God
which frees and saves. He himself,
in the synagogue of his village, pre-
sents the mission which has been
entrusted to him by God precisely
in these terms, and indicates that he
is the fulfilment of the ancient
prophecy: “The Spirit of the Lord is
upon me; he has anointed me, and
sent me out to preach the Gospel to
the poor, to restore the broken-
hearted; to bid the prisoners go
free, and the blind have sight; to set
the oppressed at liberty, to proclaim
a year when men find acceptance
with the Lord” (Lk 4:18-19; cf Is
61:1-2). 

The risen Jesus entrusts this mis-
sion to his Church, as is borne out
by Mark the Evangelist: “Go out all
over the world, and preach the
Gospel to the whole of creation”
(Mk 16:15). And the Evangelist
concludes: “and they went out and
preached everywhere, the Lord aid-
ing them, and attesting his word by
the miracles that went with them”
(Mk 16:20).

As emerges with great clarity
from these two quotations alone,
the mission of the Church – albeit
with all the extraordinary richness
and variety of its contents – is ex-
pressed completely in the preach-
ing of the Gospel; to a certain ex-
tent it coincides with evangelisa-
tion and goes no further. As Paul VI
wrote in his exhortation Evangelii
Nuntiandi: “To evangelise is the
grace and the vocation specifically
of the Church and her deepest iden-
tity. She exists to evangelise”
(n.14). 

According to the explicit man-
date of Jesus, the evangelisation of
the Church must be addressed to
the whole of mankind without ex-
cluding anyone (“Go out all over
the world”) and to each individual
in particular, in his uniqueness and
never to be repeated character
(“preach the Gospel to the whole of
Creation”). In this way, universality
and individuality are the two di-
mensions of the preaching of the
Gospel. A further and immediate

reflection on these two dimensions
allows us to understand them easily
not only in a quantitative or numer-
ical sense but also in a qualitative
sense, and thus with reference to
the life conditions of each person.
In this sense, the Church is called to
preach the Gospel to everybody
and to each individual but she is al-
so called to do this with reference
to the many-sided and varied con-
ditions of life of each person. It fol-
lows from this that the Church is al-
so called to evangelise elderly peo-
ple, and to evangelise not only all
elderly people and each elderly per-
son but with reference to their spe-
cific condition as elderly people,
with their special characteristics,
their problems and their expecta-
tions, their difficulties, and their
opportunities. 

But at a practical level what does
the Church having to evangelise el-
derly people actually mean? It
means that she must preach the
Gospel to them – that Gospel which
illuminates the face of God and the
face of man. Thanks to this light,
the elderly person can know him-
self or herself and other people in
line with that integral truth which
God the Creator and Father has im-
printed on the deepest fibres of hu-
man beings and which is the basis
of their personal dignity. This is a
truth which has typically religious
aspects, and specifically for this
reason aspects which are also pro-
foundly human. To refer to them
and to be familiar with them,
briefly, is absolutely necessary in a
social and cultural context in which
a recognition of the integral truth of
man is threatened and respect for
his personal dignity is refused,
above all else when it comes to the
weakest and the poorest amongst
us – a category to which, indeed,
the elderly person often belongs.
Thus there is a need for a new evan-
gelisation, for a return to the
Gospel, in order to know man in his
truth and his dignity. 

1) As is well known, the Gospel
above all else has a pre-eminently
theological value because it tells us
both about man and God – it is a
revelation of the mystery of God.
From the words and actions of Je-
sus, and even more from our Lord
himself, we are enabled to learn the
real face of God – God is love, his
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is the love of the Father, a love rich
in compassion, and thus a love
which in Christ receives, forgives,
and gives life. It is possible to af-
firm that every page of the Gospels
is a luminous presentation of the
face of the Father. In particular, the
parable in Luke of the father and
the two sons is perhaps the most
beautiful and fascinating song of
the mystery of God as Father who
loves and forgives. In anthropolog-
ical terms of great simplicity and
extraordinary expressiveness, the
evangelist describes the paternal-
maternal features of God in relation
to the prodigal son: “But, while he
was still a long way off, his father
saw him and took pity on him; run-
ning up he threw his arms around
his neck and kissed him...the father
gave orders to his servants, Bring
out the best robe, and clothe him in
it; put a ring on his hand, and shoes
on his feet. Then bring out the calf
that has been fattened, and kill it;
let us eat, and make merry; for my
son here was dead, and has come to
life again, was lost, and is found”
(Lk 15:20ss). This is a real and on-
ly God whom Jesus, the chosen son
of the Father, revealed to us, and
with whom every man has an es-
sential and structurally innate rela-
tionship – a relationship which is
constitutive of his very being and
existence. The Apostle St. Paul ob-
served this to the pagans in the
speech he made at the Areopagus
of Athens: “it is in him that we live,
and move, and have our being;
thus, some of your own poets have
told us, For indeed we are his chil-
dren” (Acts 17:28). 

Being constitutive and thus ob-
jective, the relationship between
man and God must become in the
intelligent and free man a relation-
ship known about and wished for
by him. In particular, like every be-
liever, the elderly person, too, is
called to grow in the knowledge of,
and communion with, love and life
with the living and true God, or
rather with the Father who forgives
and saves. In this sense he is called
to a praying listening to the Word
of God, to the Word made flesh in
the Son, a listening destined to gen-
erate and develop an increasingly
alive and penetrating perception of
divine paternity on the part of the
elderly person. This is understood
as one of the most important values

of Christian spirituality and as one
of the most meaningful require-
ments when there are situations of
tiredness, precariousness, loneli-
ness, marginalisation or suffering,
to which, indeed, elderly people are
often subjected. In affirming this
truth, we certainly do not think that
faith and religion have a purpose
which is exclusively or prevalently
consolatory for people who find
themselves in situations of difficul-
ty – the real meaning of faith and
religion is to be found in the free
and joyous glorification of God and
in the full readiness of man to carry
out the will of the Lord. 

This, however, does not remove
the fact that faith and religion
achieve in an original and unique
way a profoundly consolatory
meaning as well, and that this is
something which is able to heal the
heart and open it to trust and hope
despite everything that might occur
or take place. No more pacifying
consolation can exist than that
which comes from faith in divine
paternity – a paternity which is for
everyone but in particular for the
“little people”, or rather for all
those who can neither rely upon
themselves nor upon other people
but only upon God. It is in this
sense that we can understand that
phrase “is all we ask” with which
the Apostle St. Philip concluded
the invocation addressed to Jesus:
“Lord, let us see the Father that is
all we ask” (Jn 14:8). Yes: that is all
we ask! For what else can a man
expect for a fully meaningful and
therefore blessed life beyond the
intimate experience of the paternity
of God? 

2) With regard to the truth and
the dignity of the person, and in
particular of the elderly person, the
Gospel has an orginal and fascinat-
ing new aspect – its meaning is in-
separably theological and anthro-
pological because it is precisely in
the revelation of the mystery of
God that there comes the revelation
of man created and redeemed by
him. And more precisely it is Jesus
Christ, real God and real man, who
describes the integral truth and the
singular personal dignity about
man, as indeed we are reminded by
that famous passage from Vatican
Council II: “In reality only in the
mystery of the Word incarnate does

the mystery of man find real light.
Adam, indeed, the first man, was a
figure of that future – that is to say
of Jesus Lord. Christ is the new
Adam and in revealing the mystery
of the Father and his love also re-
veals the full man to man and
points out to him his very high vo-
cation” (Gaudium et Spes, 22). 

The personal dignity specific to
each man depends on the fact that
he is intelligent and free, an open
“self” to the “you” and therefore in
relation with others, called to com-
munion and the giving of self to
God and other people. For this rea-
son, man on earth “is the only crea-
ture whom God has wanted for
himself” and who “cannot find
himself fully if not through a sin-
cere giving of himself” (Gaudium
et Spes, 24). This human aspect of
the person  finds its “fulfilment” –
totally the fruit of the freely-given
love of God – in supernatural voca-
tion, in the vocation that is to say to
become a child of God in Christ by
work of the Holy Spirit. This is
what we read in the prologue by
John the Evangelist: “But all those
who did welcome him he empow-
ered to become the children of
God, all those who believe in his
name; their birth came not from hu-
man stock, not from nature’s will or
man’s, but from God” (Jn 1:12-13).
And in his First Letter the same
evangelist writes: “See how God
has shewn his love towards us; that
we should be counted as his sons,
should be his sons” (1 Jn 3:1). 

We have here a human and
Christian personal dignity which is
“ontological” in character because
it is rooted in the very being of the
person. As a result, such dignity is
specific to every stage or period of
the existence of the person, from
his first moments to his last, from
the moment that is to say of con-
ception (when the first human sem-
blances have still not appeared) to
the end (when this takes place in
bodies and spirits which seem to
have lost even the smallest trace of
humanity). In the same way, the
same personal dignity in every con-
dition of life of the person, not only
when he has the strength of his
physical and spiritual faculties but
also when they are in more or less
serious decline. We can thus well
understand the meaningful appeal
of the Book of Sirach: “O son, help
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your father in his old age, and do
not grieve him as long as he lives;
even if he is lacking in understand-
ing, show forbearance; in all your
strength do not despise him” (Sir
3:12-13). 

Starting from a rational point of
view, one must already say that the
personal dignity of the human be-
ing, of all human beings and of
each human being, has its roots in
the limitless source of the Absolute
being, or rather of God. Man, in-
deed, is made in the image and like-
ness of God (cf Gen 1:26-27). For
this reason, the inviolability of the
human being with regard to his per-
sonal dignity must derive from a
mysterious and real participation in
the inviolability of God, of whom
man is the living image (cf Donum
Vitae, introduction, 4). And the re-
ferring back of the personal dignity
of man to God becomes fulfilled in
his new being as a “child of God”,
and in this way the inviolability of
his dignity takes on new dimen-
sions and incomparably stronger
requirements. 

It follows from this that the vari-
ous forms of offences against the
person, like the violation of his dig-
nity, involve an offence against
God, against He in the image of
whom man was created and saved.
From this point of view, both the
recognition and the non-recogni-
tion of the inviolable personal dig-
nity of each human being – and in
our case that of the elderly human
being – has a meaning which is not
only ethical but also typically reli-
gious in character: they are an
agreement with, or a rejection of,
the glorification of the Creator in
his creature. It is precisely here that
we encounter the definition of man
offered to us by St. Irenaeus of
Lyons, or rather both the definition
and the requirements that follow
from it: Gloria Dei Vivens Homo –
living man is the glory of God (Adv.
Haereses, IV, 20, 7). 

3) In this place, and because of
the theological-pastoral character
of our reflections in this paper, it is
not possible to enter into concrete
details about the numerous and var-
ied forms of offence against the hu-
man and Christian dignity of the el-
derly person. I will confine myself
to calling attention to two aspects
of the question: on the one hand,

the social and cultural context of
the elderly person which is only
slightly or not at all favourable  to a
recognition of the dignity of the el-
derly person, and on the other the
extreme lack of esteem for, or the
rejection of, such dignity. 

With regard to the dominant cul-
ture, at least as present in a large
number of countries, we need only
refer to a quotation from an expert
on the problems of the elderly con-
dition. He stresses the common and
easy risk of the marginalisation of
the elderly person: “His status (that
of the elderly person), after the
pleasing pause of social gerontoc-
racy, is returning to the stage of no-
mad populations when the elderly
person was left to perish at the side
of the road along which the tribe
was travelling. In those days the
uselessness of the elderly person in
terms of the survival of the tribe
was so evident that one mouth less
to feed and one less delay were
seen as being more functional and
more positive in terms of the life of
the group. His “defect” as an elder-
ly person has become today the de-
fect of his “condition” because cur-
rent cultural models must justify
social decisions which force the el-
derly person to undergo a kind of
eclipse, to conceal himself in his
own private world, and to avoid be-
ing a problem for other people. 

Here we discover the complete
explanation for the “conspiracy of
silence” which afflicts elderly peo-
ple and their problems, and the dis-
turbing superficiality with which
presumed “remedies” are publi-
cised – remedies it is said which
will eliminate their alien and mar-
ginalised condition” (S. Burgalassi,
‘La Condizione Anziana: Un Ap-
procio Globale a Livello Antropo-
logico e Sociologico’, in Medicina
e Morale, 1977, pp. 263-264). In
reality, if our society and culture
place at the base of existence and
therefore of the meaning of living,
having, power and pleasure, or in
other terms the triumph of the
threefold production-consumption-
profit, then they are inevitably led
to value people not for what they
are but for what they have and what
they do or produce. In this kind of
society and culture the condition of
the elderly person can only emerge
as a marginalised condition. 

In this kind of context the temp-

tation to commit euthanasia easily
and widely gains ground and ad-
vances. In this way, the marginali-
sation of the elderly person en-
counters in dramatic fashion its
most extreme expression. Here,
from a socio-cultural point of
view, we should refer, at least in
part, to the analysis which is of-
fered to us by the encyclical Evan-
gelium Vitae: “Today, as a result of
advances in medicine and in a cul-
tural context fequently closed to
the transcendent, the experience of
dying is marked by new features.
When the prevailing tendency is to
value life only to the extent that it
brings pleasure and wellbeing, suf-
fering seems like an unbearable
setback, something from which
one must be freed at all costs.
Death is considered “senseless” if
it suddenly interrupts a life still
open to a future of new and inter-
esting experiences. But it becomes
a “rightful liberation” once life is
held to be no longer meaningful
because it is filled with pain and
inexorably doomed to even greater
suffering. Furthermore, when he
denies or neglects his fundamental
relationship to God, man thinks he
is his own rule and measure, with
the right to demand that society
should guarantee him the way and
means of deciding what to do with
his life in full and complete auton-
omy. It is especially people in the
developed countries who act in
this way...In this context the temp-
tation grows to have recourse to
euthanasia, that is, to take control
of death and bring it about before
its time, “gently” ending one’s
own life or the life of others. In re-
ality, what might seem logical and
humane, when looked at more
closely is seen to be senseless and
inhumane. Here we are faced with
one of the most alarming symp-
toms of the “culture of death”,
which is advancing above all else
in prosperous societies, marked by
an attitude of excessive preoccu-
pation with efficiency and which
sees the growing number of elder-
ly and disabled people as intolera-
ble and too burdensome. These
people are very often isolated by
their families and society, which
are organised almost exclusively
on the basis of criteria of produc-
tive efficiency, according to which
a hopelessly impaired life no
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longer has any value” (n. 64). 
The relevant facts are more than

enough to demonstrate the urgent
need to rediscover – in the light of
reason and faith – the integral truth
about man and therefore to uphold
absolute respect for the inviolable
dignity of each person without any
form of discrimination. This is pos-
sible only if man obeys truth with
humble wisdom and freely and
courageously chooses love, es-
teem, veneration and service to-
wards the weakest and most in need
amongst us. Once again it is the
Gospel which reveals to us the
mystery of God and man, which
preaches the infinite tenderness of
the Father and the wonderful digni-
ty of man according to the plan of
God, and which releases light and
strength for the defence and the
promotion of the sacred rights of
every human being. The reference
to God, which the Gospel proposes,
is the secure basis and the strongest
guarantee for the respect of the dig-
nity of the person. It is in love for
human life, especially if that life is
weak and suffering, which reveals
in the most luminous and persua-
sive way how “at the centre of
every culture there is the approach
which man adopts towards the
greatest of all mysteries – the mys-
tery of God” (Centesimus Annus,
24). In contrary fashion, however,
“when one denies God and lives as
though he did not exist, or does not
take his commandments into ac-
count, one easily ends up by also
denying or compromising the dig-
nity of the human person and the
inviolability of his life” (Evangeli-
um Vitae, 96). 

2. The Gospel Must Become 
Life, Culture and History

Hitherto in this paper attention
has been directed towards the rela-
tionship between the Church and
the elderly person from the point of
view of the mission of the Church,
or rather what is better termed
“evangelisation”. In this sense,
from what has already been argued
it is possible to conclude by assert-
ing that in the defence and the pro-
motion of the integral truth and the
personal dignity of the elderly per-
son the challenge of evangelisation
is also to be found, and especially –

in a certain sense – in today’s
world. 

We must now turn our attention
to examining the concrete histori-
cal needs of the evangelisation of
the elderly person so that we can
then go on to define certain guide-
lines for pastoral action. I will con-
fine myself here to brief references,
almost a list of headings by which
to draw up a liber pastoralis of the
condition of the elderly person. 

1) Why is pastoral care for the
condition of the elderly person nec-
essary? Our answer is the follow-
ing: not only, nor primarily, be-
cause of the problems which the el-
derly person raises for the Church
given present-day social and cul-
tural conditions, even if such situa-
tions require accurate evangelical
assessment in order to discover
there the signs of the plan of God
and the pressing requirements that
this plan poses for the Church and
the believer (cf Gaudium et Spes,
11 and 44). But in original and new
terms for the loyalty which the
Church owes to her Lord to live out
the mission which she has received
to evangelise and to give the new
life of the Spirit to all men and to
each man without any form of dis-
crimination or exclusion. 

It is loving obedience to Christ
which is the reason and at the same
time the strength behind the
Church placing herself at the ser-
vice of the elderly person. There is
nothing more compelling and more
fascinating than this renewed expe-
rience today of carrying out the
same mission of Christ, redeemer
of man and “physician of the flesh
and the spirit” (St. Ignatius of Anti-
och, Ad Ephesios, 7, 2). 

2) The Church which places her-
self at the service of the elderly per-
son is the Church in the unity and
the variety of her members. The
pastoral agent is always the whole
of the Christian community which
acts by utilising the various gifts
and charisms, tasks and services,
resources and responsibilities with
which the Holy Spirit continually
enriches it. 

It is in this context that the active
and responsible role of the elderly
person must be clearly promoted,
and this person is not only an end or
a recipient but also a moving spirit

or agent of pastoral action. The el-
derly person receives from the
Church but receives in order to
give. Hence the existence of a dou-
ble need: on the one hand the need
to make the whole of the ecclesial
community aware of, and sensitive
to, the problems and the resources
of the elderly person, and on the
other the need to stimulate to the ut-
most the active and responsible
participation of the elderly them-
selves in the pastoral service pro-
vided by the Church both in gener-
al and in the specific area of the
condition of the elderly. 

3) As has already been observed,
the pastoral action of the Church
involves the preaching of the
Gospel of Christ, and thus the reve-
lation of the real face of God and
the authentic dignity of man. Such
a revelation necessarily has impli-
cations for the elderly person as
well.

The elderly person, like every-
body else, needs God, needs to
know Him, to love Him, and to
serve Him. As a result, pastoral care
for the elderly must have as its first
objective a religious goal, that is to
say the objective of helping and en-
couraging the elderly person in his
or her life of faith, and thus in his or
her relationship with God. This is
an essential element in pastoral ac-
tion which sometimes at least, un-
fortunately, has an Enlightenment
impress and which is chiefly, if not
exclusively concerned, with human
aspects as if the needs and require-
ments of elderly people concerned
solely their health, their material
wellbeing, their integration into so-
cial life, and so forth. There are, it
must be stressed, also affective,
moral and spiritual dimensions.
And there are also, in addition, fea-
tures of a strictly religious charac-
ter. As experience constantly teach-
es us, the tribulations of the life of
the elderly, the situations which
characterise the third age, and the
realities of living for a long time,
can raise problems for a person’s
faith, above all else in relation to the
actual paternal love of God which is
challenged by the many trials and
sufferings of life. Just as these ele-
ments can promote a purification
and an intensification of life in
faith, so all this requires pastoral ac-
tion committed to the encourage-



66 DOLENTIUM HOMINUM

ment of a real and authentic “spiri-
tuality” of the condition of being el-
derly. This is a spirituality which
derives from an evangelisation
which reveals and gives new life
through the spirit and which ener-
gises its dynamism towards holi-
ness or perfect love. Just as the
Christian vocation to holiness is
universal, so pastoral care for the el-
derly finds here its fundamental and
inescapable role and function. (I
would like here, if I may, to refer
the reader to my own publication on
the subject: Nella Vecchiaia Daran-
no Ancora Frutti. Per una Spiritu-
alità dell’Anziano, Milan, Ancora,
1988).  At the same time it should
be pointed out that evangelisation
also means revelation of the inte-
gral truth and personal dignity of
every man. Hence the necessity for
pastoral care for the elderly to be
committed to respect, veneration
and love for the elderly person in
the belief that within him or her
there always shines forth, even in
the most difficult situations of
weakness and precariousness, the
splendour of the face of God, in the
image of whom he or she has been
created and redeemed. In this sense
another objective which is neces-
sary and important for pastoral as-
sistance in this area is to ensure that
everybody, including the elderly
person, is aware of the personal
dignity of each individual. With
convinced and indomitable courage
we must construct a civilisation of
the truth, and in particular of the
truth of man, and of every man. 

4) Let us now turn to the observa-
tion which has already been made
in this paper, namely that pastoral
work must actively involve the el-
derly person himself or herself with
all his or her special characteristics
which themselves must be applied
to evangelisation. As the Holy Fa-
ther has written in the exhortation
Christifideles Laici: “I now address
older people, oftentimes unjustly
considered as unproductive, if not
directly an unsupportable burden. I
remind older people that the Church
calls and expects them to continue
to exercise their mission in the
apostolic and missionary life. This
is not only a preliminary for them,
but it is their duty even in this time
in their life when age itself provides
opportunities in some specific and

basic way. The Bible delights in
presenting the older person as the
symbol of someone rich in wisdom
and fear of the Lord (cf. Sir 25:4-6).
In this sense the “gift” of older peo-
ple can be specifically that of being
the witness to tradition in the faith
both in the Church and in society
(cf. Ps 44:2; Ex 12:26.27) the
teacher of the lessons of life (cf Sir
6:34; 8:11.12), and the worker of
charity”. 

And with reference to the pre-
sent-day situation the Pope contin-
ues: “At this moment the growing
number of older people in different
countries worldwide and the ex-
pected retirement of persons from
various professions and the work-
place provides older people with a
new opportunity in the apostolate.
Involved in the task is their deter-
mination to overcome the tempta-
tion of taking refuge in a nostalgia
in a never-to-return past or fleeing
from present responsibility because
of difficulties encountered in a
world of one novelty after another.
They must always have a clear
knowledge that one’s role in the
Church and society does not stop at
a certain age at all, but at such times
knows only new ways of applica-
tion. As the Psalmist says: “They
still bring forth fruit in old age, they
are ever full of sap and green, to
show that the Lord is upright” (Ps
92: 15-16)” (n.48). The Pope at the
time of the Older People’s Jubilee
of 1994 also declared: “According
to the divine plan. each individual
human being lives a life of continu-

al growth, from the beginning of
existence to the moment at which
the last breath is taken. The pro-
gramme of continual growth is pro-
jected upwards towards the excit-
ing imitation of the very perfection
of God”. 

5) Pastoral care for and with the
elderly person, precisely because it
revolves around evangelisation,
must seek to create a new culture, a
new vision that is to say of the life
of elderly people in line with the
criteria which come not from “this
world” but from the Gospel. Chris-
tians, indeed, as children of the
light and of the day, are called upon
to see long life through the eyes of
faith. In order to behave like chil-
dren of the light (cf Eph 5:8), there-
fore, they must welcome the inte-
gral truth of, and promote absolute
respect for, the personal dignity of
the elderly person, as indeed has al-
ready been stressed more than fre-
quently in this paper. 

The Gospel and faith release an
original force which can generate
and nourish the “culture of the
truth” and thus the “culture of life”.
This is a culture which on the one
hand condemns and unmasks all
the unilateral and reductive falsifi-
cations and interpretations of the
truth and the dignity of the elderly
person, and on the other opens up
new horizons for the understanding
of this truth and for the promotion
of this dignity.

The transmission of such a cul-
ture takes place through the various
channels of the word and life – the
preaching of the Gospel, the cate-
chism, the teaching of the Church,
education in favour of a moral con-
science, social communication, and
the innumerable expressions of re-
spect, love and help towards the el-
derly person.

The strong and stimulating
words of the encyclical Evangeli-
um Vitae can also be applied to the
universe of the elderly: “In our pre-
sent social context, marked by a
dramatic struggle between the “cul-
ture of life” and the “culture of
death”, there is need to develop a
deep critical sense, capable of dis-
cerning true values and authentic
needs... All together, we must build
a new culture of life: new, because
it will be able to confront and solve
today’s unprecedented problems
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affecting human life; new, because
it will be adopted with deeper and
more dynamic conviction by all
Christians; new, because it will be
capable of bringing about a serious
and courageous cultural dialogue
among all parties. While the urgent
need for such a cultural transforma-
tion is linked to the present histori-
cal situation, it is also rooted in the
Church’s mission of evangelisa-
tion. The purpose of the Gospel, in
fact, is to “transform humanity
from within and to make it new”
(Evangelii Nuntiandi, 18). Like the
yeast which the leavens the whole
measure of dough (cf Mt 13:33),
the Gospel is meant to permeate all
cultures and give them life from
within, so that they may express the
full truth about the human person
and about human life”(95).

6) What has been said in this pa-
per concerning a culture of truth
and life and the elderly person
opens up another aspect of the pas-
toral work of the Church which
while developing within, and in
favour of, the ecclesial community
and its members, also addresses it-
self to human and civil society. In-
deed, the Christian faith, just as it
does not wound man but raises him
up, so also does it open up new
ways of approaching the elderly
person which grasp and recognise
his entire truth and authentic digni-
ty. In this way, evangelisation en-
sures the highest level possible of
humanisation for man, as was ob-
served in parallel and similar fash-
ion by Vatican Council II itself:
“Whoever follows Christ, the per-
fect man, makes himself more
man” (Gaudium et Spes, 41). 

From this point of view we can
apply what the Pope wrote in Evan-
gelium Vitae to the questions and
issues connected with the elderly
seen in terms of their truth and
treated in line with their dignity:
“The Gospel of life is not for be-
lievers alone: it is for everyone. The
issue of life and its defence and
promotion is not a concern of
Christians alone. Although faith
provides special light and strength,
this questions arises in every hu-
man conscience which seeks the
truth and which cares about the fu-
ture of humanity. Life certainly has
a sacred and religious value, but in
no way is that value a concern only

of believers. The value at stake is
one which every human being can
grasp by the light of reason; thus it
necessarily concerns everyone”
(Evangelium Vitae, n.101). 

This means that the Christians
involved in pastoral assistance to
the elderly and with the elderly
should neither forget that they are
men nor neglect to pay attention to
all the human aspects of pastoral
work. It also means that the eccle-
sial community is called upon to
strive to find and increase the op-
portunities for encounter, dialogue,
and co-operation with all those
people, even non-believers, who
are commited to the life and the
dignity of every human person, and
thus work to build a society which
is really and fully human. Once
again a quotation from the encycli-
cal Evangelium Vitae helps our pur-
pose: “The “people of life” rejoices
in being able to share its commit-
ment with so many others. Thus
may the “people of life” constantly
grow in number and may a new
culture of love and solidarity devel-
op for the true good of the whole of
human society” (n. 101). 

7. Let us now finish the list of the
headings of what I have called the
liber pastoralis of the human con-
dition (incomplete as it obviously
is) with a discussion of the contem-
porary and future importance of
the pastoral mission of the Church
for and with elderly people. 

This importance springs both
from the high number of elderly

people within the Church and in
society, and from the scale of the
difficulties and the resources that
such people raise and constitute for
society as a whole. In such a histor-
ical perspective there are certainly
those who believe that the end of
this century is really characterised
by pastoral care for the elderly.
Cardinal Giovanni Colombo,
Archbishop of Milan in 1973,
wrote: “It has already been ob-
served that our century has special
characteristics. At its beginning,
with the decree of Pius X on com-
munion and the very young, we
witnessed the flowering of pastoral
assistance to the very young. In its
middle, because of the impetus
given by Pius XI and Pius XII to
Catholic Action, this century was
marked by a vast and vigorous pas-
toral initiative in relation to young
people and adults. Is it a mistake to
think that the end of this century
will be characterised by an intense
and co-ordinated pastoral action
for the third age? I believe that this
is no dream” (La Pastorale della
Terza Età, Milan 1973, p. 43)). 

There is another perspective
which is more interesting and more
instructive, or so it seems to me,
and which is bound up with the uni-
ty and the complementary variety
which characterises the Church in
her being and acting. Precisely so
that the Church  can be fully her-
self, and thus in perfect harmony
with the vocation which she re-
ceives from Jesus Christ, she is sent
to everybody and is committed to
the salvation of everyone. Thus the
existence of the absolute need for a
development of the various forms
of pastoral action which should be
assessed and evaluated in relation
to their specific characteristics and
co-ordinated in the unique and uni-
fying mission of salvation which
has been entrusted to the Church.
The exhortation Christifideles
Laici helps us from this point of
view with the evangelical icon of
the “master of the house” who calls
his workers to his vineyard at dif-
ferent times during the day – some
at dawn, some at about nine in the
morning, others at midday and
three, and the last at five in the af-
ternoon (cf Mat 20:1ss). 

This exhortation takes up and re-
proposes the comments made on
this section from the Gospels
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which were advanced by St Grego-
ry the Great when he chooses to in-
terpret the different hours of the
Call in terms of the different stages
in a person’s life: “It is possible to
compare the different hours”, he
writes, “to the various stages in a
person’s life. According to our
analogy the morning can certainly
represent childhood. The third
hour, then, can refer to adoles-
cence; the sun has now moved to
the height of heaven, that is, at this
stage a person grows in strength.
The sixth hour is adulthood, the
sun is in the middle o the sky, in-
deed at this age the fullness of vi-
tality is obvious. Old age repre-

sents the ninth hour, because the
sun starts its descent from the
height of heaven, thus the youthful
vitality begins to decline. The
eleventh hour represents those who
are most advanced in years...The
labourers, then, are called and sent
forth into the vineyard at different
hours, that is to say, one is led to a
holy life during childhood, another
in adolescence, anohter in child-
hood and another in old age”
(Hom. in. Evang. I, XIX, 2). 

Near to the Jubilee and on the
threshold of the third Christian mil-
lennium, the hope is that all believ-
ers, from children to the elderly,
will know how to receive with full

commitment and live with intense
joy the appeal of the Lord Jesus
which is always to be heard in his
Church: “Away with you to the
vineyard like the rest” (Mt 20: 7).
St Gregory the Great, once again,
drives us forward with his words:
“Look at the way you yourselves
live, dear brethren, and decide
whether you are already labourers
of the Lord. Let each person assess
what he does and reflect on
whether he works in the vineyard
of the Lord” (Ibid.). 

His Eminence Cardinal 
DIONIGI TETTAMANZI,

Archbishop of Genoa
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The following popular saying ex-
ists in Thailand: “Temples are for the
elderly”. That old age should in itself
be a reason for the intensification of,
or return to, religious practice does
not appear to be especially evident at
first sight.1 However, or at least in
the West, it is more than obvious that
the elderly are the category of people
who most attend our often half-emp-
ty churches. 

It is equally certain that the Chris-
tian community engages in large-
scale welfare work in favour of the
so-called “third age”. Geriatric nurs-
ing homes created in the main by re-
ligious congregations or produced
by local parishes, clubs for elderly
people, movements born within the
Church (such as the “Ascendant
Life” movement), groups of volun-
tary workers, groups engaged in pas-
toral care in the health care field in
parishes – all these are certainly the
most obvious expressions of this
state of affairs. 

These two phenomena certainly
raise a number of questions or, at the
very least, are not without a certain
dimension of ambiguity.

Thus it is that the presence of the
elderly person within the Church is
not always favoured or wanted. The
parishes “are not happy at the large
number of elderly people who are
present and experience them first
and foremost as being a burden”.2

There are certain basic reasons for
this state of affairs. The Christian
community is not completely im-
mune to the gerontophobia which
characterises Western society and
which expresses itself in prejudices,
stereotypes and forms of discrimina-
tion. Old age tends to be seen as a
pathological stage of life, as a period
of superfluous time, as a useless and
unproductive stage of existence. The
elderly person becomes distanced
from the general consciousness be-

cause, whether this is wanted or not,
he or she reminds us of our final lim-
itations and the elements of decline
which precede that end.

In this sense, the elderly person is
largely seen as a passive consumer
of acts of worship, as someone who
uses religion as a form of socialisa-
tion (and perhaps even of entertain-
ment), or who takes refuge in it as
though it was the last staging post of
salvation. They are safe “customers”
who play a secondary part in the ac-
tion of pastoral care carried out by
the community. Furthermore, a real
and authentic form of pastoral care
practised by elderly people in favour
of elderly people often does not exist
at all. In the same way, suitable ad-
vantage is not taken of the human
and spiritual resources which elderly
people have to offer. 

At the same time welfare work of-
ten conceals a kind of instinct to-
wards the institutionalisation (dis-
tancing, segregation) of those who
are “different” and fails to direct suf-
ficient attention towards the instruc-
tion of the family – the first entity re-
sponsible for the integration of the
elderly person into society. Such
welfare work tolerates manifesta-
tions of paternalism towards elderly
people and at the same time is not
concerned with the need to engage in
the transformation of culture –
something which is an indispensable
pre-condition to restoring the axio-
logical and cultural role of the elder-
ly person within society. 

My paper, therefore, begins by up-
holding the value of old age and sees
it as a time and journey of fullness
and not only as a period of decline
and fall, and places this perception
within an overall and unified vision
of human existence.3 From this start-
ing point it is possible to have a cor-
rect approach to the action of the el-
derly person in local churches and

thus to what the mission of the
Church towards the elderly person
should actually be. 

1. “You Have a Mission 
to Perform” (CL 48)

It is well known that John Paul II
is very concerned with making sure
that the elderly person regains his or
her condition of being an active sub-
ject. This is something which he has
expressed clearly in such documents
as Evangelium Vitae and Christifide-
les Laici and in a large number of
public pronouncements. Addressing
himself to elderly people the Pope
declared: “You are not to feel your-
selves as persons understimated in
the life of the Church or as passive
objects in a fast-paced world, but as
participants in a time of life which is
humanly and spiritually fruitful. You
still have a mission to fulfill, a con-
tribution to make.”4 This statement
places old age on a long trajectory
which goes well beyond the data of
sociology concerning old age and
geriatrics. It is clear that the process
of ageing and old age itself have a bi-
ological basis and take part in a so-
cio-cultural context. It is also clear
that a genetic programming exists
which leads to physical decline and
to other forms of decadence, and that
our life takes place in a limited space
of time. However, this stage of life is
above all else a biographical experi-
ence within the always unfinished
project of personal existence. Exces-
sive or unilateral attention paid to
what happens within the body can
lead us to forget the real nature of old
age. Indeed, “we should not be sur-
prised at the fact that ‘growing old’
has not been transformed into a mere
object of help and care but has be-
come the subject of study of very
many sciences and disciplines.”5

FRANCISCO ALVAREZ

The Elderly Person in the Local Church
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As is the case with all biographical
events, we need to uphold the prima-
cy of being over having, of the bio-
graphical over the biological, and of
freedom over instinct. This is what
confers on every elderly person his
or her own original, unique and nev-
er to be repeated character. Old age
is not a sentence with small spaces of
freedom which is limited by an unre-
peatable past and a frightening fu-
ture. As experiences demonstrates,
old age is not necessarily synony-
mous with illness, deterioration and
overall decline. Like every other
stage of life, old age has “its own
face, atmosphere and temperature,
its joys and its sufferings”.6 It is pos-
sible to grow in a state of decline, to
experience gains as well as losses,
and to crown one’s own existence to
the full without ignoring a finiteness
which is inescapable. 

In an overall conception of exis-
tence, the ebbing away of life is
much more than a sunset accepted by
the individual concerned. Except
where impediments of  a pathogenic
character are present, the values of
the spirit can mature and give fruit at
the same time as the physical condi-
tion declines.7 Indeed, “it costs less
to make a body than to build a per-
son; more years are needed to be-
come free than to renew one’s own
cells; it is more arduous to grow in-
ternally than to feed the body, more
difficult to cultivate the spirit than to
gather news, and more laborious to
learn to live than to die. The task,
therefore, of being a person and be-
ing a person to the full does not fin-
ish with the event of death. There is a
suitable time for the crowning of this
task – old age”.8

There are in reality only two fun-
damental approaches: acceptance or
rejection-denial. In both cases what
is involved is not only the past (inte-
grated and accepted or complained
about and denied) but also the pre-
sent with its limitations and possibil-
ities, with its open horizons or its un-
crossable frontiers. Beyond its roles,
the question of work and a sense of
usefulness, ageing is above all a task
with reference to the inner man. The
first mission of the elderly person,
therefore, is the elderly person him-
self. 

The first thing which is required is
the need for integration, that is to say
the solution of the conflict between
inevitable deterioration and the aspi-
ration to growth.9 The outcome de-
pends in large measure upon the ex-
periences which have characterised

the elderly person’s history. This is
because hope about the future is also
nourished by the “reasons” of the
past. Hence the importance of the
need to learn how to grow old, to
maintain one’s identity as the years
pass, and to reach old age with the
belief that one has lived, loved and
taken decisions – in the final analysis
to have maintained one’s own self in
tact (complete) notwithstanding the
very many vicissitudes of life.10

In the achievement of integration
the task of remembering plays an im-
portant role. This is a faculty which
is often not appreciated and which is
even penalised by young people and
by adults. The elderly person needs
to remember in order to reinterpret
his or her own history when faced
with the new experiences which he
or she undergoes, in order to heal
wounds, in order to have a positive
view of what at other times appears
negative, in order to entrust his or
her past (if he or she is a religious be-
liever) to the mercy of God, in order
to give thanks, and in order – as Or-
tega y Gaset would say – to hurry to-
wards the future. 

In the healed memory and in look-
ing forward to the future, the redis-
covery of the persuasive value of the
essential also plays its part and
emerges. During this stage of his or
her life the elderly person has the
great opportunity of being able to put
his or her ambitions in their proper
perspective and to perceive the value
of what is apparently useless, such as
the giving of time, a relaxed relation-
ship, new friendships, and the culti-
vation of intimacy. At the same time,
his or her mind and his or her heart
can dwell upon the fundamental
truths of life, those truths which act
to support his or her identity and pre-
pare him or her for the acceptance of
death – the final great objective.

In these tasks the elderly person is
also offered the opportunity of exer-
cising a new sovereignty over time.
He or she can exploit the time which
was previously denied to him or her
and discover new opportunities
which at times have been stolen from
him or her or even actually suffocat-
ed by the elderly person. This is a
time for sought after solitude (or per-
haps even imposed loneliness), of
calm and of tranquility, of the search
for new experiences, of the generous
devotion of hours to other people and
of the ability to do so. This is a time
for entertainment and a relationship
with God, or perhaps for a return to
the experience of a faith which has

gone into hibernation. Pushed for-
ward by the urgency of freedom
when faced by final truths, the elder-
ly person needs time to make his or
her final assessment of his or her life
and to learn to leave this world in a
reconciled state and with love. 

Despite all its limitations which
medical science in some cases can
attenuate, overcome or even pro-
long, old age “can be a fruitful stage
of life and the elderly person can be
a useful and valuable member of the
community”.11 Employing this ap-
proach I like to see old age as a kind
of parable of the kingdom open to a
deeply-felt reading by the Christian
community. Elderly people, because
the condition of being elderly and
because of the character of contem-
porary culture which in many ways
is hostile to them, are a  real and au-
thentic challenge for the Church.
The active participation of elderly
people will depend upon the extent
to which this challenge is met. 

Elderly people are a parable of the
kingdom because they are symbols of
the human condition, of its radical
indigence and its vocation to full-
ness. In sociological terms in many
cases they are a living memory of
those with whom Christ identified in
a particular way – today old age, like
youth, is the most vulnerable age.
For this reason it is a source of new
moral requirements and needs with
regard to the family, society and the
Christian community.12 Furthermore,
the Christian community must per-
ceive in the elderly person, and
through the elderly person, the real
and authentic revelation of the
salvific design of God. The offer of
salvation continues to have in the
poor (and in the new poor) a kind of
theological location for the transmis-
sion of the glad tidings and for a
deeper understanding of the identity
of the community which communi-
cates those glad tidings. 

Elderly people call upon the local
Church and constitute for the local
Church a wealth which is in practice
despised and thought little of. They
are above all else a living memory of
fundamental salvific truths which
the Christian community runs the
risk of forgetting given the present
state of contemporary culture. For
example the value of life. The elder-
ly person – especially when he or she
undergoes serious deteriorations –
refers us to Him in whom “we live,
and move, and have our being”(Acts
17:28) and from whose breath we
live (Psalm 103:29). At the same
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time he or she reminds us of the
fragility of life, which is always
valuable, uncertain and necessarily
and inevitably near to death.13 Equal-
ly, the presence of the elderly person
within the community is a source of,
and a reason for, humanisation. A
Church which is expert in humanity
must see elderly people as “masters
of life” who demonstrate, even with-
out seeking to do so, the hidden face
of truth and the deepest truths of the
human condition. Together with sick
people, the poor, and children, the el-
derly are the best opportunity the
Christian community has for bring
the best out of itself as a human com-
munity – its solidarity, its concern
and care for the weak, its capacity
for understanding and its realism. 

This humanising approach is en-
riched in a logical way by an under-
standing of the mission which has
been entrusted by Christ to his com-
munity. Whether this is wanted or
not, the elderly who attend our
churches, who ask for services, and
above all else seek attention and be-
ing listened to, are a permanent indi-
cation of the real nature of the mis-
sion of the local Church. Those who
have stopped working and have be-
come so-called “individuals without
a role” are by the same route at the
heart of this mission and take part in
it even though this is not actually
recognised.

In other words they remind us that
this mission does not only involve
“doing” but also means “allowing to
do”. This mission is present in si-
lence and in speech, in solitude and
in communion, in devotion to God
and in serving one’s neighbour, in
sacrifice and in adherence, in the
cross and in the Tabor, in the witness
of one’s own life and in well thought
out programmes.14 Elderly people,
therefore, remind the Christian com-
munity, which is very often involved
in other forms of activity and con-
cerned with groups of people who of-
fer greater “gratification”, that the
mission is at its best at its end – that
is to say when we discover that in our
lives the winds are as important as
the oars, when we stop having exces-
sive trust in our machines and our
horses and we open up like humble
instruments to the freely-given action
of God. This is not possible without
the cross or the symbols of the cross. 

Elderly people are not only a para-
ble which reminds, directs and
teaches. They also act. Three very
practical examples may be taken to
illustrate this fact.

– The building of the Church as
communion.15 In the communities
where he or she participates actively
the elderly person performs a sym-
bolic role of intergenerational cohe-
sion, comparison and  communion.
He or she brings wisdom which has
been accumulated over many years,16

a sense of tenacious loyalty, a greater
readiness to give of his or her own
time, a capacity for patience and tol-
erance, understanding and accep-
tance. In this sense the local Church
cannot, and must not, influence the
role and abilities of families. A dis-
tancing and segregation of elderly
people, in addition to impoverishing
us, tends to create artificial commu-
nities which – and this is something
which is far worse – become ever
less human and humanised. In con-
trary fashion, the Christian commu-
nity, thanks above all else to elderly
people, the poor and the sick, is a
sphere of grace and health, a space
where the gift of communion is re-
ceived, and probably the only place
where the fragmentation to which the
elderly person is subjected by society
can be broken. Modern society, in-
deed, sometimes treats the elderly
person as a useful voter, sometimes
as a consumer of goods, sometimes
as a sick person or as a user of health-
care services, and sometimes as a
burden for society and the family. 

– A transmitter of the faith. Con-
temporary society has an excessively
digital and pointed vision of history.
Systems break down, everything be-
comes fragmentary, relative and pro-
visional, experiences and feelings
are assessed to the deteriment of real
experience. In contrary fashion, we
encounter here a good opportunity
by which to recover the transmission
of the faith as a tale of the history of
salvation as narrated by credible wit-
nesses who have kept the faith and
maintained their loyalty despite the
crises provoked by the uninterrupted
series of changes and who, above all
at the end of their lives, bear witness
to the rewarding value of their Chris-
tian experience. As is the case with
other fundamental experiences of
life (for example conjugal life), so
too does the communication of the
faith take place by “contagion”, that
is to say through the persuasive pow-
er of life, more than by means of
doctrine. Elderly people must not be
catechists. However, it would be
strange for a local Church, from the
outset, to ignore the testimony of el-
derly people and to refuse to use
them as means for the evangelisation

of the other generations. 
– Servers of the community. “Pas-

toral care for the elderly often seems
to be characterised by a certain cau-
tion. There is hesitancy in asking,
there is a reluctance to force things,
there is a lack of commitment to
proposing. It seems the case that
with the passing of the years and the
decline of strength it seems to be
thought right to let everyone do or
believe what can be done and be-
lieved with greatest ease”.17 With the
exception of certain justified cases,
this approach is the product of a dis-
torted vision of old age and certainly
the outcome of a rather unplausible
idea of the mission of Christians. 

Both gerontology and the behav-
ioural sciences which deal with old
age emphasise the need for elderly
people to find new goals which will
keep them active, which will main-
tain their vitality and which will pre-
vent them from entering the vicious
circle of self-closure, loneliness and
hardening. “In order for old age not
to become a laughable parody of our
inner experience there is only one
answer – to go on pursuing goals
which give meaning to our lives, and
these are dedication to other people,
to collective interests and to causes,
social and political work, and intel-
lectual and creative initiatives”.18

There are many Christian communi-
ties which benefit from the generosi-
ty of elderly people. These latter per-
form a variety of services and do not
despise those who are the most hum-
ble. They provide proof of loyalty
and constancy, and these communi-
ties encounter one of the values
which they most appreciate – the
conservation of relational bonds and
networks. 

2. Old Age: a Task for 
the Evangelising Mission 
of the local Church

“The Catholic Church, like civil
society itself, must understand that
elderly people do not only need free
care and attention. They have their
own charisms and they can be very
valuable citizens who share the
wealth of their lives with the
younger generations”.19 As has al-
ready been observed in this paper,
the mission of the local Church in
favour of the elderly can only be ap-
proached by employing this positive
vision of old age. The second part of
this paper is divided into five sub-
sections.
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2.1. Changes in Mentality 
in the Local Church

Strong data exist which demon-
strate that a positive approach to-
wards old age on the part of the
Church is really present. The raising
of the retirement age for priests and
bishops and the fact that many con-
secrated men and women do not
have an age limit for their activities
certainly suggest a dynamic idea of
human existence (much more than a
“continuistic” vision of one’s mis-
sion); indicate respect for the theo-
logical dynamism of life in the Spir-
it; and also reflect the belief that the
Christian life only has meaning in its
totality whose ultimate objective is
the fullness to which we are called.
These and other data, however, are
not sufficient. In many local Church-
es a change in mentality has taken
place, primarily as a result of the so-
ciology of old age. In the West above
all else today’s elderly person is dif-
ferent from the elderly person of yes-
terday. Thanks to a series of factors
average life expectancy has risen
markedly and in many cases the
length of a reasonable quality of life
has also been extended, thereby pro-
gressively postponing the so-called
“pathological stage”. People arrive
at the end of life in psychophysical
conditions which are much better
than they once were and with a high-
er cultural level. Today elderly peo-
ple are more aware of their rights and
the real role and influence which
they have within society. Their vari-
ous kinds of associations greatly in-
crease in number, they are active in
groups dedicated to voluntary work,
they attend lessons in the “lecture
rooms of the third age”, they go on
trips which they have never taken
before, and they take advantage of
the wonderful opportunities provid-
ed by abundant free time.20 Old age is
not necessarily a brief temporal
space to be gone through in an emp-
ty sense. 

At the same time, as has already
been observed in this paper, people
today grow old in a society which is
increasingly subject to ageing. A
large number of factors make this
stage of life more difficult and more
vulnerable. Socio-economic situa-
tions of great precariousness, the
break-up of the family and being
abandoned, imposed loneliness,
forms of discrimination in care and
treatment brought about because of
rules and practices relating to age –
all these are elements which power-

fully affect the experience of old age.
In essential terms, old age is condi-
tioned and influenced by a culture
which excludes the patient dimen-
sion of life, which is unable to see
existence in terms of humility, and
avoids to the utmost what Teilhard
de Chardin called the “passivity of
life”, which turns personal indepen-
dence into a cult and rejects every
sign of dependence, which proposes
models of health which are impossi-
ble for elderly people, and which
makes a cult out of youth and beauty. 

How should we react to these new
realities of old age? As long as the
positive evaluation of old age by the
local Church remains real and au-
thentic, that Church should be near
to the elderly person and be aware of
his or her personal and family con-
text. Cases of extreme loneliness and
abandonment always exist – and this
is something we cannot forget –
where there is a Christian communi-
ty which is often distant and not
moved by solidarity. What is at issue
here is not only Christian solidarity.
The change in mentality which has
taken place also affects other dimen-
sions which are equally deep – for
example the idea that the community
is a place of mission or a “place of
worship”, the meaning of life and
death and the ability to illuminate
them with the faith, the Church as
communion or as supplier of ser-
vices, etc. 

The art of growing old should be
taught within the Christian commu-
nity, as well as how to live out old
age and live with elderly people. A
Church which is nearer to life will
certainly be healthier and at the same
time will encourage its members to
think again about the meaning and
relevance of “activity and passivity,
of energy and acceptance, of vigour
and weakness, of dignity and humil-
ity, of drive and tranquility, and natu-
rally enough of work and play”.21

These are notions and values which
old age places in a state of crisis but
which must be illuminated by the
faith. 

2.2. The Evangelisation 
of the Culture of Old Age

Old age is not a mere biological
fact. It is also by its very nature cul-
tural in character and shaped by a se-
ries of factors which belong to that
sphere which we usually term “cul-
ture”. When we come to discuss the
local Church here, too, one can and
one must uphold the principle that

the evangelisation of culture is “the
most radical and global form of
evangelisation of a society, because
it seeks to make the message of
Christ penetrate the consciousness of
people in order to reach, through
them, its mentality, institutions and
all its structures”.22 Indeed, at the
root of by no means few individual
and collective forms of  behaviour
and attitudes which damage the dig-
nity of the elderly person and his life,
attention should be paid not only to
the loss of values, and even less to
moral perversion, but also to the cul-
tural matrix of that society. 

In this sense the task of the local
Church is important and complicated
in nature. But it has the means to
hand to carry out this task. Begin-
ning at the most elementary level, it
is necessary first of all to purify and
modify the language which is em-
ployed and thereby avoid both eu-
phemisms, stereotypes and preju-
dices, and also what appears to be
derogatory. After the question of lan-
guage (which is never “innocent”)
there is the way in which old age is
treated by society. Here we en-
counter the “model of health” of
which elderly people are either bene-
ficiaries or victims, the increase in
life expectancy with all its various
kinds of successes and costs, thera-
peutic overkill and the mentality of
euthanasia, the utopian drean of a fi-
nal mastery of the process of ageing,
and at the same time the ill-treatment
of elderly people.

An incisive form of evangelisation
should place with an emphasis on an
acceptance of the inevitability of hu-
man finiteness, and thus on the mean-
ing of life and death. This should be
done starting with the catechism for
children.  In addition to upholding
suitable care for elderly people with-
out any forms of discrimination
based upon age, today and above all
else in the near future even more than
care (which necessarily ends up by
being impossible) we need and will
need support, accompanying, and
emotional and spiritual support
which will always be necessary and
should also be effective. Efforts
should be directed in fundamental
terms to the transmission of values
which can facilitate the process of
growing old, change attitudes to-
wards elderly people, and change
those mental and physical conditions
which act to deprive old of its human
meaning and social significance.23

This evangelisation is not possible
without the suggestion of alterna-
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tives. On the contrary, the force of
the initiatives which are taken lose
energy in soil which has not been
prepared through exhortation. The
community of Christ must be a
“community of contrast” where
spaces of life and welcoming are of-
fered and where people are helped to
travel down the long path of hope.
This means that culture is evange-
lised according to the levels of a new
quality of existence (“more life to
the years remaining”) and where, at
the same time, there is an unchecked
proclamation of the radical inade-
quacy of the whole human being –
we cannot save ourselves. Only God
can respond to the deepest aspira-
tions of man. 

2.3. The Family 
of the Elderly Person

In the social context and within
the fabric of meaningful relation-
ships, it is the family that takes pride
of place. “In by no means few cases
it is the family which with a great ef-
fort offers the elderly person (espe-
cially when he or she is ill) a space of
affection and dignity which is denied
by the uprooting which takes place
because of admission into an institu-
tion. This is done in addition to the
provision of elementary care. Upon
the family, in an often unbearable
way, there falls the weight of the ab-
sence of institutions, the impossibili-
ty of achieving suitable attention at
home, and environmental marginali-
sation. In other cases, unfortunately,
the family itself does not take care of
its sick relative in terms of emotion-
al support or in an effective way.”24

This is without doubt one of the
most important areas of action of the
local Church. A suitable evangelisa-
tion must take the structural and
work difficulties of the family into
account and at the same time be
aware of the requirements imposed
by the faith. Furthermore, the
Church has the task of educating
families so that they do what is pos-
sible to keep elderly relatives within
the family in a state of enriching in-
tergenerational living together, and
at the same time “encourage the sup-
port and the solidarity which is at the
base of the whole of the Christian
community and work so that civil so-
ciety provides those services (such
as integrated home care, etc.) which
act to support the family”.25

A progressive raising of the
awareness of the Christian commu-
nity in relation to this whole question

forms an important part of this un-
dertaking. The same may be said of
the need to construct a fabric of soli-
darity, to encourage voluntary work,
to create parish groups of pastoral
care in health, and to provide physi-
cal spaces of welcome and attention
(which are limited over time) to el-
derly people. 

2.4. The Promotion of the 
Spirituality and the 
Spiritual Life of Elderly People

Even Christian communities
which are most caring and con-
cerned in their attitudes towards el-
derly people and their families run
the risk of directing their attention
and activities towards the welfare
side of the whole question. The
Church should be aware of, and cel-
ebrate, the many various forms of
concern to which so many Christian
professionals, voluntary workers,
visitors, and male and female reli-
gious, dedicate themselves. It is my
opinion, however, that the most im-
portant question still outstanding as
regards elderly people continues to
be their pastoral care and pastoral
care for them. This is a specific mo-
ment in evangelisation and amongst
its fundamental aspects is to be
found the promotion of a spirituality
for this stage of life and thus for its
spiritual life. Let us take two obser-
vations as our point of departure.

“Elderly people have an opportu-
nity to pray, reflect and grow in their
spiritual lives”. However, “often
they are not encouraged to develop
their own spirituality because of a
lack of understanding of their prob-
lems and difficulties. Free time can
easily become transformed into a
substitute for this need. It is therefore
of urgent importance that the eccle-
sial community draws up systematic
and organised pastoral care which is
integrated into pastoral care for the
family and such other areas as pas-
toral care in health etc.”.26

At the same time old age is one of
the privileged moments of existence
which highlights the close relation-
ship between faith and health under-
stood in all its dimensions. Without
entering into fundamental theologi-
cal questions (which I have discussed
elsewhere),27 the belief that living ac-
cording to the Gospel is therapeutic
is increasingly gaining ground:
prayer, religious practice, member-
ship of a community, a sense of be-
longing, hope and faith in God – all
these can be health-giving in impact

as well as salvific in character.
Pastoral care for the elderly, there-

fore, must not be a new form of seg-
regation but a concrete way of
achieving salvation during a stage in
life which is characterised by new
experiences and objectives, by possi-
bilities which were previously un-
known, and in a very special way by
the opportunities which are opened
up for leading the human being to his
or her fullness. It begins, therefore,
from the inner resources of the elder-
ly person, from the action of the
Spirit which is in him or her, and
from the possibility (which is always
grace) to mature in the process of his
or her own conversion. More than
emphasis being placed on new forms
of activity – which such pastoral
care does not neglect – stress is laid
on the need to let do, to let God be
God, and thereby crown the shape of
a life which has been lived. Great in-
terior activity is required even
though this is seen from the outside
as passivity. And, at times, this is the
final spiritual struggle in which re-
sistance is overcome, a new humility
is learned, loyalties are renewed,
gaps are filled, an unknown kind of
solitude is begun, a new and more
authentic intimacy with God is expe-
rienced, spaces of silence and times
of prayer increase in number, and the
life of the Christian community is
participated in along rather different
lines. 

For this reason efforts should be
made to help the elderly person over-
come the crises which are natural to
his or her age, and especially those
which are caused by the lose of au-
tonomy and by a possible break-
down in his or her identity. With re-
gard to the first question, the Church
must do what can be done so that the
elderly person is always seen as a
subject of his or her decisions (except
in extreme cases), avoid paternalistic
attitudes or approaches which in-
volve treating the elderly person as a
child, and ensure to the end that the
elderly person has a recognised and
respected dignity. With regard to the
question of identity, pastoral care
plays a very important role. The loss
of near and dear ones, of the elderly
person’s role and image, his or her
meaningful relationships and social
relevance, and the deep transforma-
tions which change his or her faith
and religious observance, can all
mean that the elderly person has a
special need for meaning. The pas-
toral action of the Church must help
him or her to answer such questions
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as: Who am I here and now? What
am I doing with my life? What do I
hope for? It would be very sad if the
elderly person, like the prophet, ut-
tered the lament: “for nothing and in
vain have I used up my strength”(Is
49:40). 

Pastoral care, therefore, should
take into account the fact that the el-
derly person, in adition to elementary
welfare and psychological needs,
bears within him or her (something
which he is not always conscious of)
certain spiritual needs. Amongst
these are to be found: personal self-
fulfillment, being grateful and re-
ceiving gratitude, taking leave from
this world in a state of reconciliation
and with love, confessing and shar-
ing his or her faith, and continuity in
time and hope in the world beyond.28

Experience tells us that it is at this
level that the preaching of the Good
News, pastoral dialogue, the celebra-
tion of sacraments and other evenge-
lising initiatives obtain their best re-
sults in the case of elderly people. In
essential terms what we are encoun-
tering here is the question of spiritual
health. To put it in other terms, pas-
toral action which pays attention to
“well-being” is also a source of
health-giving experiences (of peace
and inner harmony, acceptance and
trust..) and at the same time prepares
the individual concerned for the final
welcoming of salvation. 

2.5. In the Heart 
of the Christian Community

Overall concern for elderly peo-
ple, the marginalised and the sick is
the paradigm of the vitality of the lo-
cal Church and its loyalty to Christ.
Today it is difficult to place such
people at the “centre” of things and
build the community beginning with
them and not merely with them or
for them. This is a choice which
every day requires the grace of con-
version and which, contrary to what
is usually thought, does not mean
that other pastoral activities have
less value. It requires first of all and
above all a change of mentality. 

Thus the Christian community
finds that it is also evangelised by el-
derly people and that they are a vital
resource by which to understand its
mission and transmit the Good
News. It also comes to find that
poverty and indigence (of which
they are the visible signs) are an es-
sential path for the welcoming of the
salvation and health offered by
Christ. Lastly, it perceives that their

very existence, from the perspective
of faith, is a parable of the Kingdom,
a container of the fundamental nuclei
of our faith. 

The recovery of this centre will in-
volve in concrete terms a kind of
chain of new and renewing attitudes
and initiatives. I will give a few ex-
amples of this: ensuring that every-
thing is done so that they are inte-
grated into the life of the community,
take part in the mass of bread and the
word, are listened to and have their
testimony paid attention to, and that
the community prays with them,
from them, in their context, and for
them; that their personal experience
of God is seen in positive terms as a
means of community communica-
tion, as a conduit for participation in
the life and the mission of the
Church; that their spiritual trajectory
and spirituality, their religiosity and
their personal ways of living out
their relationship with God are re-
spected; that initiatives in favour of
associations are supported, and in
particular those which they them-
selves promote; that new forms of
exchange between the elderly and
the young are encouraged and a
more complete vision of the parish
community is promoted; and that
pastoral care for elderly people is not
a mere appendix of parish or dioce-
san life.

Finally, pastoral action must be
aware of the fact that the principal
need of many elderly people is to
maintain, renew or recoup certain
meaningful relationships which save
them from imposed loneliness,
transmit esteem, warmth and respect
for their dignity, help them to main-
tain vital energy until the end (so that
death does not overtake them when
they are already dead), and prepare
them for their final meeting with the
Father. And at the final awakening
they will become filled with his pres-
ence (Psalm 17:15). 
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The family must not be seen as
one of the many contexts in which
the lives of elderly people take
place, as indeed is very often the
case. The family is the place par ex-
cellence where the elderly person
lives and must live. One is not deal-
ing here with a physical place but of
a set of relationships which go to
make up the family whether the el-
derly person for whatever reasons
lives or does not live with those to
whom he or she is linked by kinship
ties. The family is the integrating
agent of all of its members. Within
the family the elderly person must
find his or her own place, and this
must not be a secondary place.
When the “wider” family loses
strength and vitality because of the
complexity of the urban-industrial
world, and when, for example, the
living space available becomes no-
tably reduced in size and can
scarcely host the so-called nuclear
family, then in such circumstances
there is a risk that elderly people
will be distanced, and distanced not
only from the place where the
familly lives but also from the fam-
ily’s network of relationships. 

One great risk which society and
the family currently run, and which
is certainly a very great injustice, is
that of seeing the elderly person as
a burden, as a useless weight which
must be borne, thereby forgetting
who the elderly person is and what
he or she represents with all his or
her richness and the broad range of
support which he or she can offer. 

During the celebrations of the in-
ternational year of the family the
Pontifical Council for the Family
held an international conference on
the rights of elderly people in
Toronto in Canada. This was a very
interesting meeting, as indeed the
conclusions well revealed, and was

also very instructive. Elderly peo-
ple have a value, a dignity and
rights which we must recognise
and respect. In various cultures the
role of the elderly person is authen-
tically central. One can think here,
for example, of Africa. In this con-
tinent I heard the following beauti-
ful declaration: in our nation when
an elderly person dies it is though a
library had burnt down. Here we
encounter homage for, and recogni-
tion of, what the elderly person is,
the richness of his or her experi-
ence, and of his or her characteris-
tic of being a necessary link in the
intergenerational dialogue. In con-
trary fashion, in by no means a few
countries the phenomenon of age-
ing is growing in strength, and
there is the danger that an impover-
ished utilitarian mentality will see
the elderly person merely as some-
body who does not produce, who
consumes, who requires expendi-
ture and who needs forms of care
and treatment. In a word, the elder-
ly person may come to be portrayed
as an expensive burden, and this is
even more the case if old age is
well advanced and the process of
physical decline has become well
established. 

I believe that in order to deal
with the various questions and is-
sues connected to the subject which
has been given to me to discuss at
this international conference one
must begin from the starting point
of an anthropological framework
which does not bury the dignity and
the rights of the elderly person. The
elderly person is made in the image
of God, is loved by Him, and is on
a path towards full fulfilment. He
or she can offer a great deal, espe-
cially to the family. 

I would like to return to the inter-
national conference held at Toron-

to. I must confess that on that occa-
sion I changed a by no means few
of the opinions which I previously
held as the dialogue became more
illustrative of the situation and the
experiences of those who work
with elderly people was communi-
cated and achieved an impact on
the audience. To refer only to cer-
tain facts, I had to change my views
about, for example, the question of
health. Eminent specialists in the
field of gerontology showed us that
it is possible today to reach an ad-
vanced age – and average life ex-
pectancy is increasing markedly –
in a good state of health. Senile de-
mentia, they said, is to be found in
a very small proportion of the pop-
ulation. Naturally enough, we
should not embrace an exaggerated
form of optimism. The truth is that
the marked increase in average life
expectancy, which for example in
Japan has reached the age of eighty
(and somewhat more in the case of
women), and which will progres-
sively increase with the improve-
ment in conditions of life and the
quality of medicine, will mean that
the relationships between elderly
people and their families will be-
come broader and more prolonged
in time and will thus require greater
responsibility on the part of the
family itself. I would like to de-
scribe with the use of an anecdote
another area where we should
change our attitudes, in this in-
stance with reference to the lucid
experience of Madre Maria Anto-
nia de la Trinidad, Superior of the
Sisters of the Poor, called by the
Lord to the house of the Father. We
were visiting a home for the elderly
in Toronto (a large number have
been built largely thanks to the help
offered by the Italian community).
In a kind of flat there lived a lady
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aged ninety-two. I asked her if her
family relatives often came to visit
her. She answered with surprise
that it was she who often went to
visit her own children at their own
homes in order “to give them a
hand”. She was aware of the fact
that she was being useful. I began
to understand in a more incisive
fashion that the problem – as it was
explained to me by the illustrious
female religious to whom I have al-
ready referred and who deserves
special recognition for her love to-
wards the poor and the elderly –
was not whether the elderly must
live in a physical sense with their
family relatives. She told me that
where possible they preferred not
to do so for reasons of indepen-
dence and in order not to be a dis-
turbance. The problem, rather, was
in the character, the warmth, and
the frequency of the elderly per-
son’s relations with his family and
in the recognition of what such re-
lations really represent and consti-
tute. 

I believe that it is possible to
achieve a permanent enrichment on
the part of elderly people of their
vital relationship with their fami-
lies, with their inheritance of expe-
rience, tenderness and human ma-
turity, and that we need to discover
more and more in this area. Elderly
people can be a guarantee for the
transmission of human and Christ-
ian values. A number of specialists
have pointed out that today there is
a kind of abdication by the family
of its mission of educating. They
are afraid of educating in truth and
in this way great holes open up.
This fear comes both from a lack of
an adequate grounding and from
doubts about whether it is a good
idea to apply wrongful pressure on
the freedom of other people. With
these kinds of arguments permis-
sive ideas find space and it comes
to be believed, even by young peo-
ple themselves, that they are al-
ready educated in a general sense
or do not actually need education.
The books written by Dr. Tony
Anatrella, a psychiatrist, are inter-
esting here. Today the absence of
parents in the educational sphere is
filled by the presence of grandpar-
ents. I would say that they represent
the continuity of the authority of
traditional culture and in this in-
stance with high levels of under-
standing and tenderness. And all

this is integrated into an experience
which also becomes a field of en-
counter and an opportunity for dia-
logue. 

Our Ministry wants to organise
an international conference on the
presence of grandparents within the
family. I believe that it would be
very advantageous to gather to-
gether all the contributions on the
subjects which could be made
available on a large scale. With a
length of time which is much
greater, grandparents spend more
time with their grandchildren, who,
in turn (and this is especially the
case in the rich countries) marry at
a much later age. Let is remember,
for example, that in Italy the aver-
age age of those who get married is
roundabout thirty. Furthermore, el-
derly people have a great deal of
free time available and can thus
prepare themselves for this task
with greater ease. In Italy there is
the valuable experience of the
“Universities for the Third Age”.

Elderly people can perform a se-
ries of valuable tasks within the
family, and perform some of the
most important such tasks with re-
gard to the transmission of the faith
and moral values. In pastoral terms
one opens up a whole range of pos-
sibilities not only for the family but
for the whole of the Church, and
this is because the pastoral role of
elderly people can irrigate vast
spaces in the life of the Church. 

The family is and always will be
the institution par excellence to ed-
ucate people. It performs an irre-
placeable role in this social dimen-
sion. And in this mission, which is
also that of the wider family, grand-
parents can be agents of security,
balance and effectiveness. There
are other tasks, and here I refer on-
ly to those of a certain importance.
One of the greatest difficulties
which the institution of the family
has to face is that of the work which
so many mothers and wives have to
do outside the home. This phenom-
enon is one of the most important
causes behind our demographic
winter – with the collapse in birth
rates in certain nations being the re-
sult. Women do not have time
available and begin to be afraid
about becoming mothers because
they are influenced by the spirit of
the times. The spaces for dialogue
and living together become re-
duced in size. Mothers who work

find it difficult to devote the neces-
sary care to their children, and this
is especially the case when their
children are very young. In this
area society must act with creative
imagination. In the family, in
parishes or in other institutions, el-
derly people could offer company
or other forms of important care to
children. This would, naturally
enough, work best within the fami-
ly. The presence of elderly people
is without doubt a great richness in
achieving the complete and overall
education of children. 

The rights of elderly people with
regard to society and the family
must be recognised in all their full-
ness. An equitable balance between
the right of elderly people to re-
ceive and the opportunity to give
requires the establishment of a con-
text which overcomes the simple
game of economic interests and
which is based – and the point must
be repeated – upon an anthropolog-
ical vision. There is a “quality of
life” of the elderly person which
cannot be reduced to a mere ques-
tion of physical or mental health
and to the costs which care and
treatment may involve – it must
concentrate, instead, upon what the
elderly person actually represents.
No institution is of more value than
the family when it comes to ensur-
ing that this “quality” is achieved.
It is rather like a test of the human-
ity of the family. The Church could
think here of a series of concrete
services designed to ensure that the
necessary forms of respect and
welcome do not fail to be offered. 

Although everything suggests
that in many poor countries the
strength of cultural values which
are firmly rooted in that culture is a
sort of spontaneous barrier of pro-
tection and involves active solidar-
ity within poverty itself, the dan-
gers run by elderly people in rela-
tion to the family in rich countries
are growing. On the one hand, there
are such elements as the loneliness
experienced by elderly people. On
the other, when the social and de-
mographic pyramid becomes ever
more inverted – that is to say when
the number of children and young
people at the base of the pyramid is
insufficient – the number of elderly
people increases and the population
ages in a marked fashion. These are
cultures where a human approach
is being lost and where the risk that



the elderly person is forgotten and
even comes to be despised is grow-
ing. We can say that the way in
which the young families behave
today towards the elderly will be
the way in which they themselves
will be treated in the future. It
would be very wrong if everything
which the elderly have sown,
everything that they have con-
tributed (and not only in the eco-
nomic field), above all else in the
children which are their pride and
the extension of their love for
themselves, were not recognised as
a love which builds and makes
worthy. We should draw the conse-
quences from the commandment
inscribed by God the Creator not
only in stone but in the heart of hu-
manity – honour your father and
mother. 

The Catechism of the Catholic
Church teaches with regard to the
fourth commandment: “God has
willed that, after him, we should
honour our parents to whom we
owe life and who have handed on
to us the knowledge of God.”1 This
commandment does not only apply
to the relationship with one’s father
and one’s mother, which is the most
universal, but necessarily also in-
volves the kinship relations with
the members of the family group.
“It requires honour, affection and
gratitude toward elders and ances-
tors.”2 It involves a reward: “Hon-
our your father and your mother so
that your days in the country which
the Lord your God gave you are in-
creased”.3 This reward is conferred
on those who show “filial loyalty”
in an approach made up of “grati-
tude toward those who, by their gift
of life, their love and their work,
have brought their children into the
world and enabled them to grow in
stature, wisdom and grace. “With
all your heart honour your father,
and do not forget the birth pangs of
your mother. Remember that
through your parents you were
born; what can you give back to
them that equals their gift to
you?”(Sir 7: 27-28)”.4

The Catechism of the Catholic
Church also observes that as they
grow up children must continue to
respect their parents. They must
pay attention to their wishes, often
ask for their advice and accept their
warnings.5 We are dealing here
with valuable suggestions for the
family and more specifically for the

subject which is addressed in this
paper: “The fourth reminds grown
children of their responsibilities to-
wards their parents. As much as
they can, they must give them ma-
terial and moral support in old age
and in times of illness, loneliness or
distress. Jesus recalls this duty of
gratitude (cf Mk 7:10-12)... ‘O son,
help your father in his old age, and
do not grieve him as long as he
lives; even if he is lacking in under-
standing, show forbearance; and in
all your strength do not despise
him.’ (Sir 3:12-13)”6 Special recog-
nition is due to those who have
been a source for the transmission
of the faith. The Catechism quotes
from St.Paul: “I am reminded of
your sincere faith, a faith that dwelt
first in your grandmother Lois and
your mother Eunice and now, I am
sure, dwells in you”.7 I have wanted
to refer to these relevant observa-
tions made by the Catechism of the
Catholic Church in order to repeat
and uphold the belief with which I
introduced the reflections of this
paper which are only introductory
in character – namely, that the fam-
ily is the normal and suitable place
loved by God which should respect
the dignity of elderly people. This
should be taken into account when
tasks are allocated in the pastoral
field. No institution, however
strong or powerful it may be, what-
ever its means and instruments, can
take the place of the family context
when it comes to elderly people.
What the family can and must do
must not be supplanted. On the
contrary, the family must be helped
to perform its sacred and irreplace-
able mission in this field as well.
We should uphold the principle of
subsidiarity and ensure that fami-
lies, with the help of suitable legis-
lation as well, do what they have to
do. Just as parents must “regard
their children as children of God
and respect them as human per-
sons”,8 so all the members of the
family must regard their elderly rel-
atives as persons who deserve grat-
itude, who perform a fundamental
role, and who by their example and
their experience, even when on the
cross and in suffering, can give a
great deal to their families. The el-
derly person is not a “weight” but a
richness, and even more, in the
eyes of the faith, a faith rooted to
begin with in those who are most
advanced in years – grandparents. 

I would like to finish this paper
with an example whose context is
Boys Town in Omaha, Nebraska.
At the entrance to this famous insti-
tution there is a sculpture of a
young boy carrying his brother on
his shoulders. It refers to a stormy
night when these two children went
to the founder of the institution.
Padre Flanagan asked the boy if his
brother weighed a great deal. In
English but in dialect the boy an-
swered: “He ain’t heavy, he’s my
brother”.

I would like to apply this exam-
ple to the relationship between the
family and elderly people. Such
people are not a weight when love
is present – a love which elevates
and to which they have a right.
Love makes everything which is
heavy light, and how could one not
refer to that famous statement by
St.Augustine: “When one loves tri-
als are by no means heavy but pro-
duce satisfaction...what is impor-
tant is the object of one’s love.
When one loves one does not feel
tiredness, or if one does feel tired-
ness that tiredness is itself loved.”9

“Animated by charity everything
which was previously tiring will be
easy; moved by charity everything
which you thought heavy will be
light.”10 In the final reckoning
everything in the family is a ques-
tion of love. Love brings out the
dignity of the elderly person who,
indeed, is loved by God. If God
loves the elderly person who can
fail to love him or her as he or she
should be loved? 

His Eminence Cardinal 
ALFONSO LOPEZ TRUJILLO,

President of the Pontifical Council 
for the Family, the Holy See.
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I have been asked to talk to you
about my experience as a medical
doctor in an institution for elderly
people. As a member of a female re-
ligious order I practise medicine in
Paris in a large Catholic institution
dedicated to palliative forms of treat-
ment. This institution was founded
in 1874 by the Dames of the Calvary
at that time led by Jeanne Garnier. I
am also the medical consultant for a
residence which offers temporary
accomodation to elderly people. I al-
so take part in the training of medical
doctors and nurses in matters con-
nected with palliative forms of treat-
ment and the subjects of biomedical
ethics. 

In beginning my paper I would
like to emphasise the marked and
sustained role played by the
Catholic Church and the believers
of other religions in taking care of
elderly people and the sick. The
long tradition of our Church in the
field of looking after people and
treatment means that it is impossible
to refer by name to all the founders
– both male and female – of reli-
gious orders which dedicate their
existence to this kind of service. In
1991, during the debate on euthana-
sia held at the European Parliament,
the Superior General of the Little
Sisters of the Poor described in an
article the 150 years of experience
of the order which has involved ac-
companying the elderly, and out-
lined the views and beliefs of the
founder of the order, Jeanne Jugan:
“to make elderly people happy is
everything, and the Little Sisters
must be encouraged to reach this
goal through the instruments which
are suitable to each elderly person,
their capabilities, their interests,
their past, their health...To make el-
derly people happy means to be-
lieve in the value of life, and we are
witnesses to the extraordinary re-
sources of elderly people”.1

These few lines say everything.
What is the situation today? In the
West, because of the increase in life
expectancy, the increase in the num-
ber of elderly people, the break-up of
families, and various kinds of eco-
nomic problems (the costs of look-
ing after an elderly person at home
are higher than those involved in
placing such a person in a hospice),
numerous residential structures and
nursing homes for elderly people
have been brought into being. They
are either private or state-run, and
can be profit or non-profit making.
Such institutions which are Christian
in inspiration constitute only a small
proportion of the overall whole.
These structures are of varying qual-
ity and do not always ensure that el-
derly people are looked after until
they die. However, after meeting a
marked number of health care work-
ers, administrators, elderly people
and their families in Europe and in
Quebec, I feel that I can with confi-
dence make the following statement:
thanks to highly motivated teams
which are to be praised that much
more because they often work unno-
ticed, recent years have witnessed
major advances in geriatric struc-
tures even though many problems
remain which are chiefly of an ethi-
cal character. These problems con-
cern us all and the ecclesial commu-
nity should devote time and attention
to their consideration. 

1. A Situation which is still 
Unfolding

For about twenty-five years
gerontologists and geriatricians have
sought to look after elderly people in
institutions as best as they possibly
can and to improve their conditions
of life. Innovative initiatives have
been taken whose results have en-
riched our discussion of the subject

which has always remained thor-
oughly up-to-date. 

a. The Drawing up of Charters 
and of Reference Works
The national societies or founda-

tions dedicated to geronotolgy have
proposed a number of reference
works in various countries. Their
goal has been to recognise the digni-
ty of the elderly person, to uphold his
rights, and to protect him or her
against forms of maltreatment which
have been widely condemned. In
France the “Charter of the Rights
and Freedoms of the Dependent El-
derly Person”2 was made official in
1987 and then revised in 1996. This
charter stresses and upholds the im-
portance of information and freedom
of expression, and lays emphasis on
respect for the privacy, the dignity,
the responsibility and the participa-
tion of such people. 

b. Preparing Admission to, 
and Residence in, an Institution
The psychological preparation of

elderly people for admission into an
institution is indispensable before
they are actually admitted. This is
because they will have to undergo
important fractures at a social, geo-
graphical and above all else affective
level. The French charter declares:
“the place where the dependent el-
derly person lives, whether his own
home or an institution, must be cho-
sen by him and must be suitable to
his needs and requirements” (clause
1) and “every change in his place of
residence, even when it involves his
room, must be agreed upon with
him” (clause 13).

In some structures a protocol for
admission prevails. The decision of
the person concerned is helped by the
most objective possible kinds of in-
formation so that he or she can
choose between a number of possi-
bilities. A visit to one or two different
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institutions is suggested so that he or
she can experience the atmosphere of
the place. He or she is allowed a peri-
od for reflection. The preparation for
admission also involves an assess-
ment of the nature of the consent of
the elderly person because his or her
consent can be given “for reasons of
discouragement, submission or tired-
ness, or so as not to disturb or be a
burden for his own relatives”1

Even when he or she is deemed to
be incapable the elderly person must
be associated with the decision. It is
a good idea to prepare him or her for
his or her move by talking to him or
her on more than one occasion about
the place he or she is going to and
taking him or her to it a number of
times. He or she is seen as a “sub-
ject” whatever his or her mental or
physical deficiencies may be. 

Preparation is followed by wel-
coming.

On the day of admission the per-
son is welcomed by a member of the
staff who helps him or her to settle
down, introduces him or her to the
other residents, and explains the way
the nursing home works with regard
to daily routine. Such explanations
are repeated to him or her whenever
necessary and this process of wel-
coming can prove to be very helpful.

During the following days it is a
good idea to supervise the person’s
adaptation to his or her new sur-
roundings and to gather all the infor-
mation which can help in under-
standing who the new resident is.
The staff continues to gather infor-
mation on his or her habits, interests,
capacities and hopes in order to draw
up with him or her the chief outlines
of a project which is suitable to him
or her. This is done within a warm
relationship. 

The aim of this process is to super-
vise respect for his or her identity
during this stage of his or her life
which at times is so traumatising that
the person either does not survive or
takes refuge in dementia.

c. Another Conception 
of Dementia
Like Dr. J.Maisondieu, whose

studies are well known at an interna-
tional level, I believe that it is impor-
tant not to see dementia only in
physical terms. Its symptoms pro-
vide us with a message about the
mental suffering of the person con-
cerned. “People suffering from de-
mentia have not lost their reason but
they no longer have a reason to go on
living and do not want to die—such,

indeed, is their illness. Their mad be-
haviour is a form of behaviour of
logical survival dictated by death”.7

Mainsondieu prefers the term
“tanatosis” to “dementia” and the
former refers to “the set of psycho-
logical forms of behaviour which are
connected to anxiety about death and
which revolve around the emergence
of the decline of the mind”. If medi-
cine seeks to provide only clinical-
anatomical support for this illness
and refuses to attribute a meaning to
its symptoms, then there is a danger
that it will aggravate the illness and
that the patients will increase their
disturbances unwittingly in order to
make themselves understood.

“The patient wants to destroy him-
self but he does not want to kill him-
self... the patient wants to disappear
but he does not want to die”.7

This concept of tanatosis enables
us to approach the person who suf-
fers from a different point of view
and to make sure that he or she is less
closed up within his or her own irre-
versible illness. Dementia springs
from a number of factors. For this
reason one must take care of the
mental state of the patient, suggest
psychotherapeutic instruments suit-
able to his or her capacities, dare to
speak about death, be aware of his or
her relational problems, and take into
account the suffering of his or her
family relatives. Through the help
provided by various instruments the
patient can at times come to recog-
nise himself or herself and become
aware once again of his or her simi-
larity to other people. These are brief
moments when it becomes possible
to communicate with him or her once
again with words. The sick person,
like the health care staff, is marked
by this experience. “He is not only an
object which receives care and treat-
ment but somebody with a life be-
hind him and a life in front of him”.7

Although it often seems preferable
to create small units for people who
are in a state of mental suffering, it is
also the case that these must be real
places of life where all the condi-
tions exist for an affective life. Calu-
dine Badley-Rodriguez1 emphasises
the importance of the quality of daily
life, relations, stimulation, and the
need for personalised forms of health
care.

d. The Promotion of Palliative 
Forms of Treatment and 
Accompanying the Patient 
during the Last Stages of Life
In Europe for thirty years pallia-

tive treatments have been developed
in the management of cancer and in
some countries this has also taken
place in the field of geriatrics. The
French charter declares: “the elderly
person must be able to end his own
life in a natural and comfortable way,
surrounded by his family relatives,
with respect for his beliefs and tak-
ing his wishes into account”.2

It is increasingly the case that
long-stay structures and nursing
homes encourage systems of training
for their staff. “Integrated” sections
have been established which pro-
mote the correct employment of pal-
liative treatments and most of these
institutions benefit from the spirit of
these forms of treatment and give
importance to looking at the pain
which the elderly person has to un-
dergo.5

Palliative treatments require a rea-
sonable form of medicine which
seeks to reduce symptoms without
unnaturally prolonging life or pro-
voking death, and which reduces
moral suffering through the accom-
panying of elderly people and sup-
port for their family relatives.

These last often feel guilty when
they entrust their elderly relative to
an institution and they need to speak
about their decision. They appreciate
the readiness to help of voluntary
workers and the willingness of the
health care staff to listen to them.
They can also be helped by a psy-
chologist. 

Spiritual and religious support is
offered to those who wish for it and
the person who has been admitted to
the hospital or his or her family rela-
tives should therefore be informed
about this kind of service. The teams
engaged in geriatrics share the phi-
losophy of the teams who administer
palliative treatment but they often do
not have the instruments to hand by
which to implement this philosophy. 

e. Taking Account 
of the Suffering of the Staff
Daily encounter with old age, with

physical or mental decline, and with
death is certainly difficult. The staff
suffer because of their powerless-
ness in numerous situations; they ex-
perience emotions and feelings
which are strong and at times which
are contradictory. If their conditions
of work are not satisfactory they may
end up by developing the so-called
syndrome of “burn-out”. Some
structures seek to avoid this outcome
by offering their staff a special kind
of training and psychological sup-
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port through talking and listening in
the form of “word groups”.

The role of the group is essential
in achieving quality of work, consis-
tency in the decisions which are tak-
en, and providing mutual support.
The group takes shape around a pro-
ject or plan and each member of the
group does his or her best to ensure
that this project or plan is realised. In
addition, the group needs recogni-
tion and satisfaction if it wants to
perform its difficult task. 

2. Certain Problems 
Nonetheless Remain 

Despite these various develop-
ments, certain problems nonetheless
remain and certain situations are still
in existence which are to be con-
demned.

a. A False Image of Ageing
Public opinion is still not aware of

the fact that the conditions of ageing
have substantially improved. Indeed,
most people over sixty grow old in
good conditions. Less that 5% of
people over sixty-five in France are
in an institution, and only 12% of
people over eighty are forced to live
in health care structures. The image
of ageing is still negative in the eyes
of public opinion and this is because
such opinion identifies elderly peo-
ple with sick elderly people.5

As a result we are faced with a dis-
asterous and false image of growing
old which leads to the social exclu-
sion of the whole of one part of the
population.

b. Violence Towards Elderly People
There are increasing reports of vi-

olence in various forms committed
against elderly people.

A very low proportion really agree
to enter an institution, especially for
a long stay or to belong to the sec-
tions which provide medical care.
The results of this are well known:
behavioural disorders, premature
deaths...This attests to the violence
experienced by these people and
brings out the importance of the fact
that previous relationships have been
interrupted. The very identity of the
elderly person comes to be attacked!

We can well imagine the anxiety
of these elderly people who enter an
unknown environment without any
kind of suitable preparation. 

In France, as in most European
and North African countries, the
medical doctor responsible for the

case, before any treatment or explo-
ration, must obtain the consent of the
sick person even when that person is
elderly. But this is not done to a suf-
ficient extent. Why? Time is needed
to inform the elderly person of what
is going on, make certain that he or
she has understood what is happen-
ing, listen to his or her answers, take
account of his hesitations and his or
her fears, and discuss matters with
him. A great deal of patience is need-
ed when the elderly person is deaf, or
slow in assimilating information.
How can all this be asked of staff and
personnel who have many calls on
their time and are overburdened with
work? 

Unfortunately there is also another
reason. For some people, whether
members of the health care staff or
the elderly person’s relatives, the el-
derly person is unable to give advice,
his or her advanced age seems to de-
prive him or her of the status of an
adult, and often he or she is less lis-
tened to than a child. Other people
take decisions for him or her! Some
elderly people are indeed unable to
take decisions because of the deteri-
oration in their mental faculties but
such people will be discussed much
later on in this paper. However, an
inability to meet defined criteria
should not be based upon a rapid as-
sessment which is often extreme in
character. It is very easy to make el-
derly people keep silent with the pre-
text that they do not understand
things well or that they cannot re-
member anything. We should not,
therefore, be surprised if some of
them take refuge in the condition of
dementia!

There are other forms of violence
towards elderly people, whether they
live at home or in an institution,
which involve a hyper-protective-
ness caused by fear of certain dan-
gers – falls, accidents, neglect, flight,
aggressive forms of behaviour – and
physical confinement. 

The motivation which is mostly
referred to is that of attacking the el-
derly person in order to protect him
or her. How can we reduce dangers
without stopping people from living
properly by introducing a number of
prohibitions, limiting their mobility
by forms of confinement, or con-
demning them to total dependency
and inactivity? How can we respect
their freedom without “coming to
the help of those who are in danger”?
At times these people seem to be
hostile to the forms of treatment and
care which are suggested. “It is not

always easy to know if one is dealing
with a rejection of treatment or care,
with a wish to die, with poor knowl-
edge about their real condition, or
anarchic forms of behaviour. Often
the health care teams have the idea of
attacking the elderly person in order
to treat or care for him in a better
way or in a way which he under-
stands”.8

People disoriented or struck by
dementia can experience terrible
anxiety which expresses itself in in-
tense forms of agitation which drive
them into exhaustion. In such cases
forms of physical constriction are of-
ten used. The use of such a technique
which is both physical and chemical
(medical) in character is often the re-
sult of a marked lack of staff in the
world of geriatrics or sections devot-
ed to treatment and care. This is an
important problem which is not suf-
ficiently taken into account!

c. Euthanasia
We should at the outset offer a de-

finition of this phenomenon: eu-
thanasia is a deliberate action de-
signed to bring about the death of a
dying patient or afficted by an incur-
able illness. This action can be re-
quested by the patient himself or by
his family relatives who are very of-
ten exhausted by the situation they
have before them. Reference has al-
ready been made to the difficulties
encountered by the health care staff.
In some cases we should not be sur-
prised if euthanasia is practised in re-
sponse to the request or semi-request
of the patient and at times in answer
to the pressure applied by family rel-
atives. Such very unpleasant cases
have often been on the front-pages of
newspapers in France and many oth-
er Western countries. Readiness to
help displayed towards elderly peo-
ple, listening to them, and the quality
of treatment and care they receive,
all depend upon the competence and
motivation of the staff, but also upon
the number of such staff! 

Certain requests for euthanasia
come from elderly people who do
not suffer from a painful pathologi-
cal condition but who are afraid of
mental decline or major dependence.
These requests should be listened to
with great care and discused because
they bear witness to heavy moral de-
spair and at times are the products of
a personal philosophy. 

At times the elderly person asks
for euthanasia as an alternative to ex-
cessive treatment which he or she
fears will be given without any ex-



pression of opinion on his or her
part. Like everybody else the elderly
person must have access to useful
forms of treatment and for a reason-
able length of time. “The abandon-
ment of therapeutic overkill does not
mean the abandonment of treatment,
but, on the contrary, must involve
forms of accompanying which effec-
tively combat every form of physical
pain and which face up to mental
pain”. This is what is done by pallia-
tive forms of treatment and in such
conditions most requests for eu-
thanasia cease. For this reason, it is a
good policy to generalise such forms
of treatment, achieve the consent of
elderly people to their use as much
as possible, and take into account
their right to refuse treatment. 

d. The Denial of Death
The denial of death in nursing

homes or in long-stay structures in
turn reflects society’s refusal of old
age and death. The elderly person is
walking towards death, embodies
death, and this gives rise to fear.

The elderly person speaks about
death to anybody who wants to listen
and expresses in suffering terms how
long the days are and the difficulties
that he or she experiences in living
out his old age. He or she expresses
his or her suffering or dismay after
the death of relatives and refers to his
or her fear of dying or his or her anx-
iety about the life beyond. In a cer-
tain number of institutions reference
is not made to the death of a resident
or a sick person. People who are sur-
prised by an absence receive vague
answers to the effect that “he has
gone away”. No rite is performed,
the person “falls into oblivion”, and
the mourning experienced by rela-
tives is largely ignored. In such a sit-
uation of “nothing being said”, fear
of death can only grow in some of
the other residents.

e. Poor Knowledge of the Spiritual 
Searching of Elderly People
All the elderly people I have

talked to about this question, includ-
ing a large number of believers, have
expressed their displeasure at the
fact that they have not been support-
ed in spiritual terms. Some wish to
take advantage of a place of prayer in
their institution, to have more fre-
quent visits from a member of the
chaplaincy, and above all else to en-
joy more regular celebrations of the
mass or some other kind of worship.
It is rare to find a meeting place in a
nursing home and in hospitals such a

place is often very difficult to gain
access to. All too few priests dedi-
cate their time to the residents of
these institutions, and the chaplaincy
teams are few in number. The staff
are uncertain what to do. At times
they are sensitive to the spiritual
needs of the elderly or the sick but
they feel that they are out on their
own in meeting these needs. Such
spiritual support is required. To have
to face old age and death every day
raises existential questions. The end
of life is an opportunity for a sum-
ming up, for reconciliation, for a
search for meaning, and at times a
return to faith or a deeping of faith.
Prayer is often meagre but real. With
whom can elderly people share these
important moments? Do they not
perhaps live too often in intense iso-
lation? 

Conclusion

These questions lead all of us to
dwell upon our human responsibili-
ties and our mission as Christians,
and this at the side of many other
people of “good will”.

My paper can be summed up in
four paragraphs:

1. The elderly person remains a
“person” whatever the state of his or
her physical or mental decline. He or
she deserves the respect, the profes-
sional skill and the care of those who
look after him. He or she occupies an
important place in our multi-genera-
tional society. His or her agreement
is essential if he or she is to be con-
sidered a subject and not an object of
care and treatment. Where he or she
suffers from incapacity a representa-
tive should be nominated who can be
consulted when the need arises. On
these conditions the elderly person
will perhaps be less afraid of moving
to an institution when that moment
actually presents itself.11

2. Western countries should ur-
gently take account of this “revolu-
tion in life expectancy”, and old age
should be seen as a rich stage in life
even though it may involve losses
and a certain deprivation.3, 10

3. We must at all costs accept the
finiteness of humans. Medicine and
technology can prolong life but they
cannot cancel death. Fear of death
dwells in all of us, at different levels,
and does this not perhaps raise cer-
tain essential questions?1, 7

4. The quality of care and treat-
ment and the accompanying of the
elderly comes from an awareness of

the uniqueness of the person and his
or her complex character and nature.
Institutions should take advantage of
the necessary instruments by which
to provide their residents with a de-
cent life and ensure that sufficient
support is provided by the staff and
family relatives.2 Greater special at-
tention should be given to the spiri-
tual searching and the religious
hopes of the individuals who live in
these institutions. 

The conditions experienced by el-
derly people should be the concern
of the whole of society and not only
of the medical-social world. The
Church is well aware of this and that
is why we are all gathered here to-
day. It is my hope and wish that we
Christians can be inventive, together
with many others, and demonstrate
thereby greater respect for the hu-
man person and especially when the
person reaches the end of life, and
that we can bear witness with our
words and our conduct to the uncon-
ditional love of God in Jesus Christ
for each and every individual.

Dr. MARIE-SYLVIE 
RICHARD XAVIÈRE,

President of the Medical Committee,
the Jeanne Garnier Nursing Home. 
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1. The Holiness of the Priestly 
Ministry and the Religious 
Mission is “for Ever”

In linking up with what has been
wisely said by His Eminence Car-
dinal Dionigi Tettamanzi, I would
now like to conclude the careful
analysis presented by the three
previous papers on the subject of
the life of the elderly person with-
in the context of the ecclesial com-
munity. 

The righteous “in old age will
still bear fruit”! Such is the fif-
teenth verse of Psalm 92 which
serves as the heading for this thir-
teenth international conference: it
can well be applied to – and in full
measure – to elderly priests and
members of religious orders. They
are called to the specific vocation
of holiness, take Christ Leader and
Shepherd as their model, are in a
very real sense “men of God” (1
Tim 6:11), and take their place
amongst the righteous of the New
Covenant. Through priestly ordi-
nation and religious consecration
they are chosen within the People
of God to be “totally” and “for
ever” consecrated to the work to
which God himself has called
them. 

The priestly character cannot be
altered just as the profession of
evangelical advice cannot be re-
ferred or limited to a specific stage
of life. For this reason we can pro-
ceed to a reading of the verse men-
tioned above with reference to el-
derly priests and members of reli-
gious orders: “they are ever full of
sap and green”, that is to say full of
divine youth and strength which
spring from their identification
with Christ to whom they are
called by divine vocation. 

This is why priests and members
of religious orders in old age are
the righteous who “flower like the
palm, grow like the cedar of the
Lebanon; planted in the house of
the Lord they will flower on the al-
tars of our God”. In the Church of
Christ, obedient to divine will,
they prosper and grow continually,
rooted in their loyalty to God. It is
the total donation of themselves to
the Church achieved by every
presbytery and religious in the im-
age of, and sharing the gift of,
Christ,which means that their mis-
sion is always spiritually strong
and fertile, in every circumstance,
time and place where it is carried
out.

2. Pastoral Charity: 
Valid Administrators 
of the Mysteries of God

This is something which we can
fully understand when we remem-
ber that pastoral charity – whose
essential contents is the giving of
self, the total giving of self to the
Church – achieves its full expres-
sion and supreme fulfilment in the
period of old age: the offering of
one’s own life in Christ for his
Church.

Just as happened with Christ
who “loved the Church and gave
he himself for her” (Eph 5:25), so
the same thing happens, without
any limits of time, in this path of
return to the Home of the Father, in
the life of all priests and members
of religious orders called to an
ever greater identification with
Christ. They can and must say
with St. Paul: “For me life means
Christ” (Phil 1:21) and “yet I am
alive; or rather, not I; it is Christ

that lives in me” (Gal 2:20). 
In pastoral charity elderly pres-

byters and members of religious
orders live out the Paoline injunc-
tion: “Charitas Christi urget
nos!” (2 Cor 5:14) – theirs is a su-
pernatural love which springs
from the suffering and death on
the Cross of the Word made Flesh.
Only that charity which knows
how to be patient and benevolent
which covers everything, believes
everything and bears everything
(cf Cor 13:4-7) can produce not so
much a more or less exact or for-
mal performance of certain forms
of pastoral activity but a total ded-
ication of service in the charity of
Christ: “Pastoral charity”, as the
Holy Father has pointed out, “is
that virtue by which we imitate
Christ in his giving of himself and
in his service. It is not only what
we do but the giving of ourselves
which shows the love of Christ for
his flock. Pastoral charity deter-
mines our way of thinking and act-
ing, our way of relating to people,
and it is something which is espe-
cially incumbent upon us” (Apos-
tolic Exhortation Pastores Dabo
Vobis, n. 23).

St. Irenaeus, the great Bishop of
Lyons, captured this extremely
well in his statements: “Vivens ho-
mo, gloria Dei”, the life of di-
vinised man is the glory of God
because his life is communion
with God, “Vita hominis visio Dei”
(Contro le Eresie, 4, 14-1). 

The sacraments of penance and
the eucharist are privileged mo-
ments in the communication of the
divine life to men and are at the
centre of their ministry and mis-
sion. Although the elderly are at
times not in perfect physical con-
dition, indeed often tired, they re-

DARIO CASTRILLON HOYOS
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main alive instruments of Christ
the Priest and Shepherd – their the-
ological and moral training, their
experience of life, their mature
ability to welcome and to listen,
makes them more than ever valid
administrators of the mysteries of
God (cf 1 Cor 4:1). 

For this reason, and once again
invoking the verses of the Psalmist
mentioned above, the Church
which we wish to see flower again
and give new fruits, the Church of
the Second Advent, the Church
which is preparing for the new
coming of the Lord in the forth-
coming Jubilee Year, must be the
Church which knows how to
utilise to the full the rich wealth
which is within her – the elderly
priests and members of religious
orders. They are the generous
givers of the word of God and of
the sacraments – strongly desirous
of their own holiness and that of
other people – men formed over a
long period by the Church, and al-
ways in harmony with her, to be
contemplative in the world and
about the world “with the eyes of
Christ himself”, to employ an ex-
pression dear to the Holy Father
which appeared in his first encycli-
cal (Redemptor Hominis). 

3. The Life of Prayer and 
Penance – the Overcoming 
of Functionalism

In order to counter the influence
and spread of a mentality which
wrongly tends to reduce the min-
istry of the priesthood and reli-
gious consecration to mere func-
tional elements, we should pro-
mote the truth of the nature of what
it is to be a priest and what it is to
be a religious (cf Direttorio per il
Ministero e la Vita dei Presbiteri,
n. 44). All priests and members of
religious orders, it may be pointed
out once again, are always the
alive instruments of Christ the
Eternal Priest, Head and Shepherd
of the Church, who work to carry
out his admirable work down the
centuries. Their identification with
Christ guides them and at the same
time leads them to a life of prayer
and penance which is increasingly
intense. This is not a “privatist”
form of special devotion but a con-
dition of effective pastoral work,

precisely because on their own
“they cannot” but to the extent to
which they are Christ “yes, they
can”. 

Functionalism, which involves
the emptying of the meaning of the
priestly ministry and the religious
mission by preferring doing over
being and running the risk of a fall
into sterile activism, can be over-
come by adherence to the follow-
ing profound theological truth: for
every single apostolic act and for
the re-Christianisation of the
world as a whole we need personal
holiness. 

This cannot be achieved without
prayer. “I think that it is evident to
everybody that it is simply impos-
sible to live virtuously without the
instrument of prayer” writes St
John Chrysostom (De Praeca-
tione, orat. I). Let us entrust our-
selves, therefore, to the prayer of
elderly priests and members of re-
ligious orders and remember the
arms of Moses raised on the top of
the hill while down below in the
plain the People of Israel fought
their victorious battle against
Amalek: “When Moses raised up
his hands Israel was the stronger,
but when he lowered them Amalek
was the stronger” (Ex 17:11). 

Let us turn, lastly, to their life of
penance which is full of fruit for
the apostolic action of the whole of
the Church: possible physical
weakness or moral tiredness,
caused by illness or exhaustion,
will really be a valuable offering
pleasing to God which works to
the benefit of the holiness of

everybody. They will live the ex-
perience of St. Paul who because
of his union with the suffering
Christ was able to exclaim: “I am
glad of my sufferings on your be-
half, as, in this mortal frame of
mine, I help to pay off the debt
which the afflictions of Christ
leave still to be paid, for the sake
of his body, the Church” (Col.
1:24).

4. Reflections on the 
Improvement of the Quality 
of Life

We cannot fail here to refer to
the new conditions of life which
bear upon the longevity of men in
the light of advanced health care
and the prevention of illnesses and
infections. This has relevance not
only because there is a growing
number of elderly priests and reli-
gious within the Church but also
because old age no longer means
health difficulties, reduced capaci-
ty for pastoral activity, and an in-
capacity to keep up with the pace
required by a person’s priestly or
religious mission.

I hope, therefore, that Ordinaries
and brothers will never fail to
demonstrate their solidarity to-
wards sick people by visiting them
but at the same time will be able to
offer the elderly priest and the reli-
gious responsibilities or at leat
forms of activity which are in line
with their status: pastoral experi-
ence, a wealth of knowledge about
different social situations, and
modern means of learning and
transmission of information are all
elements which go to make up a
new dimension to the life of old
age. 

This paper can be concluded
with the words of the Psalmist:
“What an attractive thing is judge-
ment in grey-haired men, and for
the aged to possess good counsel!
How attractive is wisdom in the
aged, and understanding and coun-
sel in honourable men! Rich expe-
rience is the crown of the aged,
and their boast is the fear of the
Lord” (Sir 25:4-6).

His Eminence Cardinal 
DARIO CASTRILLON HOYOS

Prefect of the Congregation 
for the Clergy, the Holy See.
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In beginning this afternoon’s
session I would like to illustrate
how it forms a natural and integral
part of our international confer-
ence on the subject of “the Church
and the elderly”. 

Yesterday we were able to un-
derstand – in the divine light –
how great was the dignity (itself
full of respect) of the elderly per-
son within the community of the
people of God, and how the pres-
ence of the elderly person was
completely “integrated” within
that community. Passing from this
truth to contemporary realities we
were presented with an account of
the demographic situation at an
international level, a situation
which is marked by a continuous
“growth” in the number of elderly
people on the one hand, and by a
constant “decrease” in births on
the other. This situation involves
the fact that an increasing number
of people in the “third age” are
“marginalised” and in a large
number of ways. This contrast be-
tween the ideal situation and the
real situation leads us to the con-
clusion that here we are dealing
with a crisis which is largely due,
if not indeed solely due, to the pri-
macy and predominance of the
criteria of having, of knowing and
of power. 

The fact that these criteria are
increasingly bringing about the
marginalisation not only of elder-
ly people who are sick but also of
elderly people who are healthy,
leads us to realise that we are face
to face with an ethical and cultur-
al challenge which the Church
must meet and tackle. 

For this reason, all the papers
which will be given today are in
one way or another about meet-

ing this challenge. 
This morning the first paper ex-

plored the theological-pastoral as-
pects of the Church’s relationship
with the elderly person, and this
question was then addressed in a
round table discussion which ex-
amined the presence of the elderly
person in the local ecclesial com-
munity, in the family and in insti-
tutions. Elderly priests and mem-
bers of religious orders received
special attention. 

The approach of this session
has two cardinal aspects – the first
is dedicated to the value of the el-
derly person in the Church and the
second seeks to understand the
values of the human person as un-
derstood by the world’s great reli-
gions. In this way the response of
the Church to the ethical-cultural
challenge provoked by the situa-
tion of marginalisation of the el-
derly person expresses itself in
practical terms not only in a con-
ference which demonstrates in the

light of Gaudium et Spes and
Evangelium Vitae the value which
the elderly person has for the
Church in hospitals, but also in a
conference which perceives in the
approach of the elderly person to
death a supreme value of life. 

After this response,which we
may describe as being more “ethi-
cal” in character, we move on to
the response which is more “cul-
tural” in nature. If culture in fun-
damental terms is a lifestyle, a ha-
bitual way of evaluating and liv-
ing in line with a heirarchy of val-
ues, and as a result, a way of be-
ing, it is clear that the essence of a
culture is to be found in the ap-
proach of a people which involves
either an acceptance or a denial of
a bond with God. Indeed, reli-
gious values or anti-values are
linked to the ultimate meaning of
existence and are rooted in the
deepest part of man which pro-
vides – in line with a positively re-
ligious approach or an atheistic
stance – answers to the fundamen-
tal but ultimately definitive ques-
tions which beset him. For this
reason, religion or irrelegion
shape and mould all the other
principal features of culture –
those which are to do with the
family, the economy or politics –
because either they are led to-
wards the final transcendental
meaning of things or they are
closed up within their own imma-
nent meaning (cfr CELAM,
Puebla, 1979, n. 389). 
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Introduction

Those of us who are fortunate
enough to be able to serve in Our
Church’s health care ministry,
have at our disposal a very clear
message of direction and encour-
agement in Our Holy Father’s
1995 encyclical, Evangelium Vi-
tae. This message of hope was giv-
en to us exactly 30 years after an-
other significant Papal Message,
Gaudium et Spes, one of the many
magnificent documents which em-
anated from Vatican II. The rela-
tionships between these two mes-
sages are significant ones; both en-
cyclicals teach us that the family is
sacred, and that all members of a
family are significant contributors
to not only the family itself, but al-
so to society at large, spiritually as
well as materially, regardless of
the age or economic status. While
Gaudium et Spes forewarned us of
the potential dangers of advancing
technology on the family structure,
and the threats these technological
advances might cause to the essen-
tial dignity of each family mem-
ber, Evangelium Vitae reminds us
of the harsh reality that what had
been forewarned indeed came to
pass, and at the same time encour-
ages us to look forward to the
beauty of the Gospel of Love and
the Gospel of Life. Both messages
additionally remind us that our
aged and infirm must be protected
and nurtured, and that the contri-
butions of the elderly should be
gratefully accepted, joyously sa-
vored and profoundly protected by
all. 

During his 1987 visit to the
United States, our Holy Father
said: “Your health care ministry...
is one of the most vital apostolates

of the ecclesial community and
one of the most significant ser-
vices which the Catholic Church
offers to society in the name of Je-
sus Christ.”1 In a more recent com-
munication to the bishops of the
United States (January, 1996), our
Holy Father again reflected upon
the increasingly complex interrela-
tionships between medicine and
health care and the Church’s patri-
mony of moral teachings. He said: 

“Every aspect of Catholic health
care must be permeated by the
evangelical message of the re-
demptive meaning of the suffering
and death, united to the Lord’s
cross. Hospitals, clinics and con-
valescent homes should radiate the
warmth, hope, compassion and
solidarity which are the best anti-
dotes to acts which are really a
travesty of “mercy”. Catholic in-
stitutions (must be called) to ab-
solute respect for life; that “caus-
ing death” can never be considered
a form of medical treatment, even
when the intention is to comply
with a patient’s request for life”2

While the Catholic Church in
the United States has been gener-
ously blessed with substantial re-
sources enabling it to care for the
frail and infirm aged, as we stand
on the edge of the rapidly ap-
proaching third millennium we as
a Church must remain constantly
vigilant to the many challenges our
health care ministry faces; a soci-
ety which has become marketplace
and economically driven, a society
with out-dated social policies and
long-term care strategies; a society
which reflects a growing belief
that health care is a business and
not a charitable work of ministry;
and a definite pattern of societal
and individual discrimination

against the aged, with a focus on
the belief that the young alone are
beautiful while the aged and infirm
are embarrassing by their illnesses
and infirmities and should be
shunned and forgotten.

The focus of this paper is to
draw one’s attention to the clear
and consistent messages given to
us in Gaudium et Spes and again in
Evangelium Vitae, highlighting
where the Church in the United
States has attempted to give wit-
ness to the truths of these mes-
sages in its guiding principles and
directives as well as in some of its
specific health care apostolic
works. The beauty of applying
these truths in the service of the el-
derly, and some of the gifts re-
ceived by the “servants” in pay-
ments for their labors will be de-
scribed. 

“The Joys and Hopes, 
the Griefs and Anxieties...”

The opening Preface of Gaudi-
um et Spes is particularly beautiful.
It reminds us that:

“The joys and the hopes, the
griefs and the anxieties of this age,
especially those who are poor or in
any way afflicted, these too are the
joys and hopes, the griefs and the
anxieties of the Followers of
Christ” (GS, No.1)3

Gaudium et Spes forewarned us
of the potential fate of the family –
and the elderly – at the hands of a
rapidly advancing technological
society. At the same time it gave us
a clear message – perhaps an ad-
monition – of what is perhaps the
basic tenet of our Church’s social
teaching, to wit:

“The family is the foundation of
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society. In it the various genera-
tions come together and help one
another grow wise and to harmo-
nize personal rights with the other
requirements of social life. All
those, therefore, who exercise in-
fluence over communities and so-
cial groups should work efficiently
for the welfare of marriage and
family” (GS, No. 52)4

We who serve the Church in its
health care ministries for the elder-
ly, need to give witness to this truth
as we design and carry out our var-
ied programs and initiatives. Well-
ness programs aimed at develop-
ing healthier communities, parish
nursing and parish outreach ef-
forts, medical and social adult day
care centers, inter-generational so-
cial support programs, and volun-
teerism efforts are all wonderful
opportunities for us to become part
of the joys and hopes, the griefs
and anxieties of those we are fortu-
nate enough to be permitted to
serve. 

Having said this, it must quickly
be added that we as leaders in our
ministry must be at all times on
guard not to allow the business im-
perative to overwhelm our mis-
sion. The phrase too often used in
non-profit health care settings in
the United States is “no margin, no
mission”. This phrase is inappro-
priate for Catholic health care; it
puts health care on the same level
as other commercial goods and
services bought and sold in a mar-
ketplace. More appropriate to us
would be a course of strategic
planning whereby we define our
mission and then embark upon
whatever paths are appropriate and
available to secure the necessary
public, private and charitable rev-
enues needed to achieve the mis-
sion. What is beyond our resources
we cannot do. We should not sim-
ply select those initiatives which
offer us the highest financial return
on our investments. Unfortunately,
care for our elderly and infirm
most often offer us the lowest fi-
nancial return on our investments.
As resources become more and
more difficult to find, the goal of
mission-driven health care be-
comes a greater and greater chal-
lenge.

As we design and implement
our mission-driven programs we
need to bear in mind that the wel-

fare of the patient and his family
should be the focus. The individ-
ual patient must be seen in the
broader context of marriage and
family. The special needs of each
person treated in our institutions or
programs go far beyond the physi-
cal or medical ones; we need to re-
spond to the social, psychological,
interpersonal and holistic urgen-
cies of the person, both body and
soul. And should the patient have
no family, ours is the challenge to
work towards the development of
social support structures and link-
ages such that a “family” is creat-
ed. The Church is the living family
for all of us, and this good news of
“family” should be part of the
message we give to all whom re-
ceive our care. 

There is much work being done
in this area.

In 1997 the national association
which supports Catholic health
care providers and is the definitive
source for leadership development
and educational training programs
in the United States – the Catholic
Health Association – published a
series of books and training mate-
rials focusing on the need to prop-
erly train our health care leaders in
the care of the ageing and infirm.5

CHA’s President Father Michael
Place, formerly of the Archdiocese
of Chicago, is aggressively under-
taking the battle of preserving the
Catholic identity of our health care
ministry in the midst of a pluralis-
tic society and emphaizing our
concern for the elderly. 

CHA’s interest in the elderly and
infirm is not a sudden develop-
ment. Two years ago, care for the
elderly became CHA’s primary fo-
cus. As a result of thorough analy-
sis of elder care issues in the Unit-
ed States, CHA saw a strong need
for a spiritually grounded frame-
work to foster the competencies
needed for developing policies and
programs addressing the care
needs of the elderly. Good busi-
ness acumen was not enough.
James E. Hug, S.J., editor of the
CHA book entitled Dimensions of
the Healing Ministry6 explained
that one of these essential compe-
tencies was to develop skills asso-
ciated with changing societal and
individual attitudes. He challenged
us to work within the U.S. eco-
nomic system with true Christian

social integrity. As keynote speak-
er at CHA’s national convention in
1989, Father Hug extended an in-
vitation to work towards trans-
forming attitudes, institutional
structures and systems such that
we can emerge from and embody
our cultural fear of death and age-
ing, transforming them into a love
of life. He reminded us that soci-
eties have a tendency to identify
human worth with productivity,
thereby marginalizing the elderly
and the poor.7

Despite these efforts, too many
of the elderly in the United States
are not receiving the care they so
desperately need and so funda-
mentally deserve. The age cohort
of 85 and older is the fastest grow-
ing segment of our population.
While our hospitals and nursing
homes provide essential institu-
tional services to the elderly, only
10-12% of the elderly are residents
of health care institutions. Most of
the care and support provided to
the elderly is done so by what are
referred to as “informal care
givers” – those spouses, children,
siblings or friends – who care for
the elderly out of love and kind-
ness, in their own homes and com-
munities. There is rarely any fi-
nancial assistance available to
these loving servants, and signifi-
cant sacrifices are made for those
they have chosen to support. They
often do not have the essential
medical equipment, supplies,
housing arrangements, nutritional
supplements or social/transporta-
tional facilities available to them.
Additionally making their sacri-
fices so courageous, informal care
givers are often elderly and them-
selves in need of support and assis-
tance. These heroes of care giving
are frequently forgotten or disre-
garded as we establish our national
public policies, refine our health
insurance programs and structure
our institutional programs of ser-
vice delivery.

Like the elderly who are cared
for in the home, those elderly who
find themselves being cared for
within our institutional settings
are also often faced with threats.
Although the issues are different
from those facing the homebound,
they are just as significant. One of
the sad realities of our times is
that unfortunately, medical sci-
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ences and technology have ad-
vanced faster than the science of
bioethics. While we have seen
great strides made during the last
ten to fifteen years – particularly
in Catholic hospitals and nursing
homes – the average hospital and
nursing home is woefully lacking
in an appreciation of the moral
and ethical obligations incumbent
upon those who provide medical
care – obligations to preserve life
and do no harm; obligations to re-
spect the rights of self-determina-
tion and privacy and dignity and
self-worth. With the rapid ad-
vancements of technology and
scientific knowledge, we all too
often realize that the medical
community prefers to focus on
those patients determined to
“have the best chance of recovery
or survival”, or “be the most ben-
eficial for graduate medical edu-
cation” of young residents and in-
terns. The important role Ethics
Committees play in our health
care organizations cannot be over-
stated. Patients, family, care
givers and other professionals
come together in group efforts to
address care, emotional and spiri-
tual issues that affect patients and
their loved ones.

There are many who would say
that the definition of the state of
health is a political rather than
technical one. How does one de-
termine if the elderly are healthy? I
for one would argue that the emo-
tional and social aspects of health
are as important as the physiologi-
cal and medical components. The
World Health Organization’s defi-
nition recognizes the multi-faceted
nature of health by describing it as
a “matter of physical, psychic, and
social welfare, not only the ab-
sence of illness”.8 Our health care
ministries must recognize the in-
ter-relationships of the mind and
body and spirit. One cannot look to
only one or two of these in an ef-
fort to heal; historically the Church
has spoken to the spiritual, leaving
the hospitals to care for the body.
Today’s health care ministries rec-
ognize that all three must be linked
together, and that the Church, the
hospitals, the community and soci-
ety at large are each responsible
for the totality of what some refer
to as “the wholistic health min-
istry”9

“To Awaken Hope 
for a New Principle of Life...”

Recognizing the harsh realities
of technological advancement in a
highly economically driven soci-
ety, our Holy Father gives us a
clear reminder of the truth of our
faith, in what he calls “the
strongest of terms”, in his 1995 en-
cyclical, Evangelium Vitae:

“The Gospel of Life is at the
heart of Jesus’ message. Lovingly
received day after day by the
Church, it is to be preached with
dauntless fidelity as ‘good news’
to the people of every nation and
culture” (EV, No. 1).10 “The
Gospel of God’s love for man, the
Gospel of the dignity of the per-
son, and the Gospel of life are a
single and indivisible Gospel (EV,
No 2).11

In his letter to us, our Holy Fa-
ther looks back over the past sev-
eral centuries and sadly yet
poignantly reflects on the many
so-called advances in our society,
which have unfortunately lead us
to our veritable “culture of death”.
Pope John Paul II uses the
strongest and most powerful of
terms in speaking to the sanctity of
all life and the intrinsic and moral
evil of taking innocent life,
whether it be through abortion or
euthanasia ( EV, No. 57, 62, 65).12

Our health care ministry is increas-
ingly challenged by the forces sup-
porting physician-assisted suicide
and in some parts of the United
States laws have been passed le-

galizing such practices.
Early in his letter, Our Holy Fa-

ther speaks of the “war of the pow-
erful against the weak”, as he de-
scribes the situation where those
who require greater love and care
as being considered useless, held
to be an intolerable burden and ul-
timately rejected. Because of a
person’s illness or infirmity, anoth-
er might feel that his own lifestyle
is being hampered, and so he
might move to eliminate the ill or
infirm person. This is the cycle of
what our Holy Father calls the
“conspiracy against life” (EV,
No.12)13. Our challenge as instru-
ments for the witnessing of the
healing ministry of our Church is
to insure that we fight this conspir-
acy against life, working towards
the fulfillment of the Gospel of
Life and Gospel of Love. In speak-
ing on Evangelium Vitae, Mon-
signor James J. Mulligan notes
that “it is sad to realize that the
worst sorts of neglect and rejection
are disguised as altruism. Abortion
and euthanasia are presented as so-
lutions to human problems rather
than as the tragedies they really
are.”14 The distinction between
what is moral and right and im-
moral and wrong has become
blurred, especially within the para-
meters of medicine and health
care. The elderly and infirm –
some of the weakest of those
whom we serve – often find them-
selves the victims of this blurred
vision of the soul. 

The Ethical and Religious 
Directives for Catholic 
Health Care Services

The Ethical and Religious Di-
rectives for Catholic Health Care
Services15 were adopted by the Na-
tional Conference of Catholic
Bishops in the United States in
November of 1994 and published
in March of 1995. The original Di-
rectives were published in 1971,
and revisions leading to the current
set of guidelines began in 1987.
These Directives represent a set of
theological and pastoral principles
and have as their foundation scrip-
tural teachings, Church tradition
and Church interpretation of natur-
al law. Not surprisingly, one of the
most significant foundation docu-
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ments used by the American bish-
ops in the development of the Di-
rectives was Gaudium et Spes.

The United States Catholic
Bishops remind those who serve in
our Church’s health care ministries
that we must resist our economi-
cally-driven instincts as we pro-
vide our services. In what has been
referred to as an “economic pas-
toral”, they encourage us to recall
that we are called to a covenant – a
New covenant – through which we
must look towards the develop-
ment of a nurturing community for
all and with all, a community
which must be characterized by
mutual respect, collaboration and
special care for the elderly and
poor.16 Our task is not to simply
provide for others, but to engage
others in a collaborative approach
to health care. This is particularly
true in service to the elderly, where
the temptation is often to de-hu-
manize the frail and infirm, treat-
ing them with a passive and child-
like demeanor, a demeanor which
often unwittingly humiliates and
infantalizes them. How many of us
have not walked through the halls
of our institutions and overheard
care givers addressing an elderly
patient as “mom” or “pop” as op-
posed to respectfully using their
proper name? 

Clearly a theme well articulated
throughout the Directives is the
truth of Catholic conviction about
the essential sacredness and digni-
ty of every human being; that both
body and soul are worthy and de-
serving of our fullest respect and
support. These Directives are orga-
nized into six separate sections or
parts, with Part Five addressing
“Issues in Caring for the Dying”.
We are reminded in this section of
the Directives that Christ’s re-
demptive grace enhances all peo-
ples, at all stages of their life, even
during suffering, illness and death.
This message, so beautifully given
us in both Gaudium et Spes and
Evangelium Vitae has been taken
by the U.S. Bishops and crafted in-
to specific guidelines for the pur-
pose of insuring that the Catholic
health care ministry throughout
the entire United States is consis-
tent in its witness to this truth. 

Again borrowing from the Papal
encyclicals, the Directives speak to
the need to provide support for

both the patient and the family.
The task of providing care to the
patient and the family goes beyond
curative measures to encompass a
broader understanding of caring
and general support for both body
and soul.

Two of the most significant Di-
rectives of Part Five are the fol-
lowing:

Directive # 60. Euthanasia and
medically assisted suicide are in-
trinsically wrong and cannot be
tolerated.

Directive # 61. The patient
should be kept as free of pain as
possible. Medications capable of
alleviating or suppressing pain
may be given to a dying person
even if this therapy may indirectly
shorten the person’s life, so long as
the intent is not to hasten death.

Once again , it is impossible to
read these directives and apply
them to the practices of delivering
care without reflecting on the
beauty and crispness of Evangeli-
um Vitae. There is no room for
confusion or misunderstanding in
this message.

“Death is considered ‘senseless’
if it suddenly interrupts a life still
open to a future of new and inter-
esting experiences. But it becomes
a ‘rightful liberation’ once life is
held to be no longer meaningful
because it is filled with pain an in-
exorably doomed to even greater
suffering” (EV, No. 64)17

Throughout the United States
there is much movement towards
consolidation of health care. Many

non-Catholic hospitals are seeking
to partner with Catholic hospitals.
To the surprise – and annoyance of
many pro-abortion advocacy
groups – many non-Catholic hos-
pitals are readily willing to abide
by the Catholic Directives, and
proudly proclaim that these Direc-
tives represent those moral and
ethical principles which are the
foundation for the services they
render as well. Increasingly, the
American diocesan bishops have
required adherence to these Direc-
tives to be the sine-qua-non for
any consolidations between
Catholic and non-Catholic health
care providers.

“The Good Doctor Prescribed 
an Alternative Therapy – Love”

Calvary Hospital, sponsored and
operated by the Archdiocese of
New York, is a unique place. It is
what we call a House of Love. Cal-
vary is the only acute care pallia-
tive cancer hospital in the entire
United States. It is a 200 bed hos-
pital where 90% of the patients die
each month. And yet, sadly, Cal-
vary Hospital is always fully occu-
pied, ofttimes with a waiting list.
Dr. Michael Brescia, the Medical
Director, and the entire staff of
Calvary Hospital know full well
the messages of love of Gaudium
et Spes and Evangelium Vitae;
they give daily witness to these
truths as they incorporate them in-
to their activities; they work hard
to make sure that the principles
enunciated in the Ethical and Reli-
gious Directives are reflected in
their facility’s programs; they live
the Gospel of Life and the Gospel
of Love each and every day. 

Several months ago Dr. Brescia
told me the story of Bill. I would
like to share this short but poignant
story with you. Bill was a 42- year
old man who had a loving wife and
three little girls. He had come to
Calvary to die. Every day at 3:00
P.M. Bill would scream out in pain
and anguish. No combination of
medications could control his
agony. After the second week of
Bill’s stay at Calvary, Dr. Brescia
sat in Bill’s room, held his hands
and heard his story. You see, Bill
worked at home and each day at
3:00 P.M. his girls would come
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home from school, race into the
house and hug him tightly. Bill
knew he would never experience
this again, and the pain and despair
of knowing he was losing his
beloved family was too great to
bear. From that day on, each day at
a quarter to 3:00, Dr. Brescia
would gather all the Calvary staff
available and go into Bill’s room
and hug him tightly. They never
again left Bill alone at that sacred
hour – right up to the day of his
death, three weeks later. Bill’s
passing was peaceful, despite his
losses. “It was heartbreaking”, re-
called Dr. Brescia. “We can control
pain with drugs”, said Dr. Brescia,
“But it’s far more difficult to heal
the emotional pain of not only the
patient but the family as well.”

In an age when death is often
hastened, Calvary stands out as a
place where the many faces of suf-
fering – spiritual, emotional, men-
tal and physical – are relieved. It’s
a place where the dying and their
families deal together with the
hard questions: Where am I going?
Why am I afflicted? How will my
family carry on after I am gone?
Calvary is not a home for despair
but a place for grace and dignity; it
is a place where life begins not
ends, and each patient is given a
commitment upon entry that they
will not die alone. One needs only
to walk the halls of Calvary and
see the joy radiating on the faces of
staff, patients and family alike. All
are walking the same journey to-
gether, sharing in the Gospel of
Life and the Gospel of Love.

Over fourteen years ago John
Cardinal O’Connor came to the
Archdiocese of New York. One of
the immediate crises he faced was
the epidemic of AIDS through
New York City, with few if any
physicians and hospitals wanting
to care for these outcasts of soci-
ety. They were dying, they were
considered ugly and dangerous;
many were poor and homeless;
others were drug abusers or prosti-
tutes. The Cardinal made an im-
mediate decision; the Archdiocese
of New York would open its arms
and its hospitals and nursing
homes to these most desperate and
dying people. His Eminence acted
quickly, and St. Clare’s Hospital in
New York, owned and operated by
the Archdiocese, became the first

AIDS hospital in the State of New
York.

But the beauty of this story
comes from something even more
remarkable than that courageous
response to the suffering of the ter-
minally ill and dying. It comes
from Cardinal O’Connor’s belief
that in death and suffering itself
beauty can be found and relished.
Each week, two or three times a
week, for over a year, Cardinal
O’Connor silently and secretly
went to St. Clare’s Hospital. He
visited in the darkest of hours of
the night when most others were
safe and comfortable in their sleep.
Each night His Eminence would
sit at the bedside of these patients,
washing their sores, changing their
bandages and listening to their sto-
ries. It was only after having visit-
ed over 1,000 of these desperately
ill patients that Cardinal O’Connor
felt he understood their pain and
could feel their anguish. He has
from time to time shared with peo-
ple the joy and beauty of his expe-
rience – a story of our Gospel of
Love and Gospel of Life.

“Her Gift to me 
was so very Splendid”

I daresay that all of us who were
blessed enough to have had rela-
tionships with our grandparents or
elders within our families can re-
call with warmth and joy the gifts
of such trans-generational con-
nectedness; the elderly within our
family structures gave us a sense
of life cycle, of what the future
might be like for us as we ap-
proached their age – that there was
indeed a future to look forward to.
I myself thought that my maternal
grandmother was eternal; from the
earliest of my recollections I was
convinced that she would never
die. When, at the age of 28, I re-
ceived a telephone call bringing
me the news that my grandmother
had died – she herself being the
age of 96 – I gently slid to the
floor, sat in a huddled mass and
cried as I had never cried before.
She wasn’t supposed to die, you
see. She represented eternal life for
me – all the things that I knew
somehow were supposed to tran-
scend time and space. Her wisdom
and grace had overpowered me my

entire life. Her gift to me was so
very splendid, it was the gift of hu-
mor and song and dance, of love of
beauty in nature, of the importance
of family ties and the joy associat-
ed with gift giving, of the essential
beauty of life itself – of the mes-
sages of the Gospel of Life and the
Gospel of Love. 

These lessons can only be tran-
scended by the elderly and wise to
the young and foolish. And by the
goodness and graciousness of God
we may learn these lessons. And
we in our own time of life’s au-
tumn, will hopefully be able to im-
part these gifts to our own young,
and they in their own time to
theirs. Such are the gifts the elder-
ly give to us – the Church. The val-
ue of the elderly in our Church and
each of us individually as embodi-
ments of our Church, is a joyous
story indeed. 

Jesus as a young boy sat in the
temple with his elders, teaching
and learning, sharing and witness-
ing the wisdom of their years. To-
day, in our society we seem to
have arrived at an implicit pact
with the elderly; in return for better
medical care and supportive hous-
ing, we expect them to go off on
their own, play bridge or golf, and
leave us to our own so that we can
get on with life free of obligations
to them and their needs.18 Our im-
plicit message is that while we will
extend ourselves to certain de-
grees, we basically consider them
to be useless and therefore no
longer active parts of our lives. By
doing so we have corralled in re-
tirement communities and nursing
homes vast sources of wisdom, in-
sight, experiences – love and beau-
ty and life – to the dreadful loss of
the rest of society. We within our
Church today need to find the
courage to confront our own shad-
ows and work towards a better un-
derstanding, appreciation and ac-
ceptance of the beauty and remark-
able contributions offered to us by
our elderly. 

Summary

The Gospel of Life and Gospel
of Love challenge us to give wit-
ness to the wonders of life at all
stages. The health care ministries
of our Church deal significantly
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with the aged and infirm, and these
elderly offer us wondrous opportu-
nities for giving such witness.
Drawing us away from this oppor-
tunity are the complexities and
challenges of our society which
constantly pressure us to provide
care in the most expeditious and
economical fashion, often suggest-
ing we take measures which are
contrary to our moral-medical and
ethical principles. We are most for-
tunate indeed however to have at
our disposal the clear and concise
message of our Holy Father, in his
encyclical Evangelium Vitae. This
message of encouragement allows
for no confusion or equivocation.
At the same time it encourages us
to seek after the gift which is ours
for the mere asking—the gift of
what caring for the elderly brings
us in return. The wisdom and
beauty of the aged rewards us time
and time again, as a fountain never
ceasing to flow. Several years ago,
the Catholic Health Association is-
sued a report addressing the needs
for long term care policy revision,
entitled A Time To Be Old; A Time
To Flourish.19 This report attempt-
ed to respond to our Holy Father’s
question, “With what resources
and in what forms will it be possi-
ble to promote and ensure an ef-
fective combination of real assis-

tance to the elderly, so as to guar-
antee them a worthy and fitting
lifestyle in keeping with their dig-
nity...?”.20 With the grace and
goodness of God, may we never
forget that each patient has the po-
tential of becoming for the giver of
care, what my maternal grand-
mother was for me—the personifi-
cation of life eternal, the living
Christ made flesh amongst man,—
the Gospel of Life and the Gospel
of Love.

Dr. MARY HEALEY-SEDUTTO,
PH.D.

Director Health & Hospitals
Archdiocese of New York
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Introduction

Death is a reality of life, a condi-
tion of living. During our epoch,
especially in the case of nations
which have a high standard of liv-
ing, we have seen a very marked
decline in infant mortality and a
greater control over certain kinds of
illnesses in the young and older
generations. As a consequence of
this development, most of the peo-
ple who die today are elderly and
death takes place in the main in a
hospital or a nursing home. Medi-
cine has had the capacity to im-
prove the quality of life in old age
but not the ability to raise life ex-
pectancy beyond the limits ex-
pressed in the Old Testament in the
Book of Genesis, where one can
read: “My spirit shall not abide in
man for ever, for he is flesh, but his
days shall be a hundred and twenty
years” (GN 6:3). 

Birth and death are two experi-
ences which are shared by all hu-
man beings but historically they
have been seen in a very different
light. While birth has been seen as a
positive event, death has been
veiled in the mystery of sadness
(Miller, 1989). Awareness of death,
even if in theoretical terms it begins
with our birth, in reality becomes
greater first and foremost during
old age and in particular when an
individual’s marriage partner dies
and when an individual’s friends
die, and by these routes loneliness
seems to be the dominant feature of
the experience of the elderly person
who outlives his contemporaries
(Kastenbaum, 1978). 

An initial observation is called
for at the outset. Death is not the
first fear of the elderly person. His
primary concerns are suffering, the

possible loss of self-sufficiency –
that is to say that he will have to de-
pend on other people in his daily
life, and (something which is very
frequent) the actual process of
growing old and the possible onset
of loneliness. The most important
hope of the elderly person is that he
will remain in good health; his
greatest fear is that he will fall ill.
The elderly person sees illness as a
his chief enemy, realises with pain
that he is more vulnerable to illness
during old age than at other periods
of his life, and with the passing of
time ends up by seeing illness as an
integral part of himself. Indeed, if a
young persn sees and experiences
illness as an aggression – that is to
say as if an enemy had become es-
tablished in his body which has to
be fought to the point of elimina-
tion – in contrary fashion the elder-
ly person experiences illness as
something which is intrinsically
bound up with his body and as
something which is inevitable. 

A second observation should al-
so be made. What is being said here
refers to what we define as a West-
ern cultural context. The realities
and issues are very different in an
African or Asian cultural context
where the event of the death of the
elderly person has personal, family
and social connotations which are
still anchored in traditional models
which in turn have their own spe-
cial features and characteristics. 

Lastly, a third observation is re-
quired. In order to draw near to the
life experience of elderly people it
is necessary to bear the spiritual
perspective in mind as well. This is
of contemporary relevance in the
world of medicine as well, given
that in a recent article in The Lancet
(one of the most important medical

reviews in the world) it was assert-
ed that spirituality is the “forgotten
factor” of medicine and that there-
fore it was to be hoped that spiritu-
ality would be introduced into the
curricula of medical studies. 

This proposal springs from the
belief that each encounter with ill-
ness generates questions on the part
of the sick person about the mean-
ing of his new life situation and
about the reality of death.

There are many ways of living
old age – passive acceptance, resig-
nation, and the inability to live in
the case of those who wish to don
“the eternal mask of youth”. But in
addition to these responses there is
also a serene and aware acceptance
of the physical, spiritual and psy-
chological changes which take
place during the process of grow-
ing old. 

Whatever the case may be, the
situation of suffering, of illness and
of disability removes every defence
and the person finds himself on his
own face to face with the uncertain-
ty of the future. One of the com-
monest forms by which the need
for this kind of spirituality is ex-
pressed – and this is especially the
case with the elderly – is prayer. 

Today it is a commonplace view
that old age and disability lead the
individual to find a meaning in
terms of value to his own life which
rises above that of mere productivi-
ty – something which today seems
to define the role of the individual
in social terms. 

In order to investigate and ex-
plore the religious universe of the
elderly person and the special fea-
tures of his relationship to God
when he finds himself in a condi-
tion of acute illness, a question-
naire was distributed to the patients
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of the gerontology ward of the Fac-
ulty of Medicine and Surgery of the
Catholic University of the Sacred
Heart of Rome (Petrini, Caretta,
Carbonin, 1996). 

The set of people in the sample
under consideration was made up
of 105 men and 105 women of 65
or over years of age, all of whom
were of the Catholic faith. The data
revealed a high percentage of peo-
ple who said that they were reli-
gious believers (97%), and of these
51% were women and 46% were
men. Another question asked by
the questionnaire referred to the
frequence of prayer. 22% of man
and 45% of women declared that
they prayed often, and 15% of men
and 7% of women answered that
they prayed occasionally. 9% of
men and 10% of women said that
they read Holy Scripture often, as
opposed to 23% of men and 28% of
women who replied that they did so
occasionally. We can easily see that
in Italy elderly people have only a
slight knowledge of Holy Scripture
but that on the other hand it can be
observed that a religiosity of a tra-
ditional-devotional character is
very marked indeed. 

In the light of this research and
these discoveries the fundamental
question we must ask relates to
what the elderly person believes or
thinks about his own possible
death. An attempt will be made to
provide an answer to this question
but before trying to sketch its out-
lines a specific observation is re-
quired: there is a close connection
between the idea of death and the
idea of loss. Many factors act to
bring about this “loss” which is
connected to many dimensions,
and this is especially the case with
elderly people. With the advance of
age the person encounters a series
of losses – at a physical level (for
example hearing, sight, physical
strength and capacities); at a psy-
chosocial level (work, the role hith-
erto performed within the family or
in other spheres), and at an affec-
tive level (the death of near ones).

Furthermore, it is often not so
much the moment of death which
creates fears or anxiety but rather
the suffering linked to the process
of dying, or loneliness, or the reali-
ty of abandonment by the family. 

When a self-evident pathology
appears whose prognosis is termi-

nal new forms of “loss” enter into
the fabric of the life of the elderly
person and these are: 

– loss of control of his own body;
– uncertainty about events after

death;
– inability to go on providing for

other people:
– the impossibility of finishing

projects already begun;
– the inability to exercise control

over his own life;
– the loss of a life condition

where there is no pain.
It should also be pointed out that

the approach of death changes the
way in which time is used and at-
tention comes to be concentrated
on the present even though this
does not necessarily lead to a re-
duction of the extent to which the
elderly person worries about death.
Living day by day can become
more important in influencing ex-
perience than thinking about life as
being something which is bound up
with future projects (Kalish,
Reynolds, 1976). 

It may be said that the elderly
person has lived and continues to
live a series of little and large
deaths – for example the death of
his near ones and an image of him-
self which constantly “dies” and
continually renews itself. At the
same time old age for many people,
and this is something which is all
the more true in today’s world, is a
sign of marginalisation and social
death – family ties become weaker,
roles lose their substance, and per-
sonal identity enters into crisis
(Sandrin, 1994). 

Contact with the death of other
people or of relatives with the re-
sultant loss at a physical or social
level (something which has already
been mentioned in this paper) pre-
pares the elderly person for an ac-
ceptance of the idea of death. Re-
search carried out into the attitudes
of elderly people towards death
tend to demonstrate that fear of
death diminishes with age. In gen-
eral death is accepted, indeed to
such an extent that elderly people
often plan the event. The sentiment
of an acceptance of death depends,
it might also be observed, on an ac-
ceptance of life as a whole (Gori,
1993). 

It seems well demonstrated that
elderly people have a feeling of
fear of death which is less keenly

experienced then is the case with
young people (Hayslip et al., 1981;
Pinder, Hayslip, 1981). Many fac-
tors determine the nature of the re-
lationship between age and death.
First and foremost, we should make
reference to the person’s state of
health or rather the personal assess-
ment that a person has of such a
state because this latter is some-
thing which seems to be more im-
portant as a predictive factor of
death than the objective state of
health itself (Mossey, Shapiro,
1982). 

To this should be added socio-
environmental factors such as insti-
tutionalisation, loneliness, un-
healthy living quarters, and low
levels of instruction, all of which
interact with this relationship
(Mullins, Lopez, 1982). It seems,
on the other hand, that factors such
as the presence or levels of pen-
sions, or satisfaction with one’s
own life, do not have any signifi-
cant influence (Bell, Batterson,
1979). 

The various data produced by the
research carried out in this field
confirm what would appear to be
obvious, namely that the attitude of
the elderly person towads death
changes according to cultural tradi-
tions and ethnic factors, and in rela-
tion to personal religiosity
(Bengston et al., 1977; Kalish,
Reynolds, 1976). 

It seems, therefore, that one can
conclude that many factors can in-
teract in determining the attitude of
elderly people towards death. For
this reason, generalisations are dif-
ficult. One can, however, safely af-
firm by way of example that ideas
about death run from seeing death
an an enemy, a stranger and a fail-
ure, to perceiving it is an intimate
fact, a reunion, and as a natural
consequence of living (Kasten-
baum, Aisenberg, 1976). From
such a perspective it is possible to
emphasise that an understanding of
death as meaning meeting one’s
near ones once again is very wide-
spread, and in the case of elderly
people very much looked forward
to. 

When we come to consider the
Italian ethnic and socio-cultural
context, the prevalent features of
attitudes towards death can be ad-
umbrated as follows (Aveni Casuc-
ci, 1984): 
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– a general tendency on the part
of elderly people towards resigna-
tion and accepting the inevitability
of death in a positive spirit; 

– a prevalent attitude especially
in males of not being afraid of
death; 

– the presence of a greater and
more constant fear of death in el-
derly women;

– an agnosticism which was pri-
marily male compared to the pres-
ence of quite a high percentage of
females who believed in a life be-
yond this;

In conclusion, the special needs
of dying people spring from three
kinds of factors:

– elderly people are more subject
to factors which cause death which
derive from chronic illnesses, espe-
cially those of a cardiovascular
character or cancer; 

– the affective support from the
family which the elderly person re-
ceives is especially important. In
the case of men this is largely en-
trusted to their wives; in the case of
women, who are often already wid-
owed, it is entrusted to their adult
children and especially to their
daughters when, of course, this is
possible. 

– elderly people tend to perceive
imminent death as something
which has been foreshadowed dur-
ing their life span in the form of a
large number of separations.

These three kinds of circum-
stance, namely “cause of death,
family support, and perceptions of
the future” may be seen as being
emblematic of the circumstances in
which dying elderly people live.

Spirituality and Old Age

In medical and welfare practice
in general the spiritual dimension is
a subject which is increasingly evi-
dent in scientific reviews and is of
the very greatest importance when
we come to consider the elderly.
Some of the research which has
been carried out shows that in the
elderly person the image of God is
connected in various ways to their
state of health. Indeed, it has been
revealed that the elderly constitute
a social group which has very high
levels of religiosity (Koenig,
Moberg, Kvale, 1988). Many el-
derly people see faith as a factor of

great importance in relation to the
stressing events of life such as
those connected with health, illness

and death (Koenig, George,
Siegler, 1988) and believe that
prayer is a starting point from

often

at least
once a day

occasionally

rarely

often

at least
once a day

occasionally

rarely

I don’t know

Intense social life

Regular social
contacs

Occasional social
contacts

No social 
contacts

Total isolation

Tab. 1 - DO YOU OFTEN THINK ABOUT YOUR OWN DEATH?

MALES FEMALES

Tab. 2 - DO YOU OFTEN THINK ABOUT YOUR OWN DEATH?

only a believer practicing very religious

Tab. 3 - THINKING ABOUT DEATH 
AND FREQUENCY OF SOCIAL CONTACTS

DO YOU THINK OFTEN ABOUT YOUR OWN DEATH?
often at least once a day occasionally rarely
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which to face up to painful symp-
toms (Bearon, Koenig, 1990). In
the Italian cultural context and
within the framework of a wider
study dedicated to understanding
the attitudes of elderly people to-
wards death (n=3,000) it was
shown that 97% declared them-
selves to be religious believers. It
was also demonstated that the per-
centage of elderly people who said
that they prayed “never or almost
never” was negligible (Petrini,
Sgreccia, 1991; Petrini, Caretta,
1997). 

It has been asked whether the
contemporary generation of elderly
people is more religious or whether
the individual becomes more reli-
gious the older he or she becomes.
In other words: does faith remain
constant with age or does it in-
crease with the advance of age? It is
believed that it is possible to an-
swer with the assertion that there is
a growing awareness that growing
old can itself increase a person’s in-
terest in religion. Indeed, it is
thought that it is the existential
problems and questions of our time
which lead the individual to re-ex-
amine his attitude towards God or
perhaps to embrace a more reli-
gious vision in order to face up to
the stress which the changes in his
life bring about (Koenig, 1997). On
the other hand, when one examines
at which age people pray the most
it is clear that prayer is frequently
practised in all the ages of life but
that it is more frequent amongst the
elderly (60 years and over) and is
more marked amongst the female
section of the population (Levin,
Taylor, 1997). 

At the same time religious be-
liefs, at least in certain ethnic
groups and religious faiths, have
been shown to be able to influence
the timing of the event of death it-
self, postponing it to “awaited and
wished for” religious celebrations
and festivities (Phillips, Smith,
1990). 

A previous research project had
shown that elderly people with
deep religious beliefs displayed
less anxiety in relation to death
(Wass, Christian, Myers, Murphy,
1978-1979). Other research pro-
jects demonstrated, however, that
only in the case of those who were
the most traditionalist or who had
cultivated a religious sentiment for

Often

At least 
once a day

Occasionally

Rarely

I am serene

I am afraid

Happy to be alive

I am downcast

I am tired 
of life

Other

Tab. 4 - DO YOU OFTEN THINK ABOUT YOUR OWN DEATH?

DO YOU PRAY?
when I need to when I go to Mass now and then often

Tab. 5 - HOW DO YOU SEE YOU STATE OF HEALTH?

very good good so so rather bad bad

DO YOU OFTEN THINK ABOUT YOUR OWN DEATH?
often at least once a day occasionally rarely

Tab. 6 - WHEN YOU THINK ABOUT YOUR OWN DEATH
HOW DO YOU FEEL?

MALES FEMALES



should be taken into account when
discussing attitudes towards death.
Indeed, it is to be observed that
thinking about death is more fre-

quent amongst elderly people who
live in a situation of total isolation.
In contrary fashion, elderly people
who have some social contacts
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most of their lives did there seem to
be a lower level of anxiety in rela-
tion to death (Thorson, Powell,
1989). In contrary fashion, partici-
pation in religious rites and ser-
vices or a pastoral function did not
seem to have an evident influence
in bringing about a more positive
attitude towards death (Watson,
1982).  However, it has been shown
how religious faith is a spiritual
help when it comes to the thought
of death although to a lesser extent
than other factors such as the affec-
tion of spouses or a life which has
been lived to the full (Mathieu,
1972; Alvarado, Templer, Bresler,
1995). 

In this way it can be asserted that
faith is an important factor for the
elderly person and that an under-
standing of these perspectives can
therefore be of importance in geri-
atric practice (Koenig, 1988;
Reyes-Ortiz, 1998; Reyes-Ortiz,
Ayele, Mulligan, 1996; Petrini,
1997).

Attitudes Towards Death

The data presented here are the
outcome of a research project car-
ried out on a very large sample
(n=3,000) of the elderly population
of 65 years of age and over, from
both rural and urban settings and of
various states of health. The data
initially gathered singularly from
the two residential settings are here
presented together because no sig-
nificant differences were detected.
The most relevant findings of these
data will now be discussed.

The first discovery of this re-
search was that elderly people were
ready and willing to discuss the
subject of death without any partic-
ular reservations (Table 1).

It is clear that thinking about
death is more common amongst
women than amongst men, some-
thing which is confirmed by other
research carried out in this field.
Correlating thinking about death
with levels of religiosity, it emerges
that the elderly person who consid-
ers himself “very religious” thinks
“often” about his own death in a
way which is markedly different to
the aproach of the elderly person
who considers himself “only a be-
liever” (Table 2). 

Loneliness is a factor which

I am serene

I am afraid

I am happy 
to be alive

I am downcast

other

when I need to when I go to Mass now and then often

Tab. 8 - DO YOU BELIEVE IN LIFE AFTER DEATH?

I strongly believe

I tend to believe

I doubt it

I do not believe

Other
MALES             FEMALES

Tab. 9 - IF YOU BELIEVE IN LIFE AFTER DEATH
HOW DO YOU SEE YOUR ENCOUNTER WITH GOD?

I am serene

I am worried

I am afraid

I don’t know MALES FEMALES

Tab. 7 - WHEN YOU THINK ABOUT YOUR OWN DEATH
HOW DO YOU FEEL?



97THE CHURCH AND THE ELDERLY. “IN OLD AGE THEY WILL STILL BEAR FRUIT” PSALM 92,15

think about death less frequently
(Table 3).

It is not possible to detect a sig-
nificant correlation between think-
ing about death and the frequency
of prayer, although it is to be ob-
served that people who say they
pray often think frequently about
death (Table 4). 

Considering the subjective as-
sessment of state of health we have
observed that elderly people do not
seem to demonstrate anxiety or
widespread worry about death.
This is only true, however, if their
conditions are stable. If a crisis
breaks out, as for example in the
case of admission to an institution
for treatment or to a nursing home,
then this leads them to think once
again about questions concerning
death (Tables 5 and 6). 

It is clear that the feeling of

serenity with which death is coun-
tenanced, irrespective of gender, is
widespread. The feelings of sereni-
ty or fear associated with the
thought of dying do not seem to be
influenced by prayer. Indeed, there
are no significant divergences in
this correlation (Tables 7 and 8). 

There is a significant difference
between the two sexes when it
comes to the reality of believing
“strongly”. In percentage terms, the
female part of the population be-
lieves more in the existence of life
after death. This is a belief which
does not vary with the increase in
age (Table 9). 

A very high proportion of those
interviewed said that they felt
“serene” about the prospect, and
this was irrespective of gender. 

In response to the next question
about the place where they would

prefer to die, a very high proportion
of those interviewed (the same in
both sexes) said that they would
like to be able to die in their own
homes. This is a fact of marked im-
portance which is also of notable
relevance to welfare planning, but
which is, unfortunately, contradict-
ed by the contemporary social-wel-
fare way of doing things, at least in
Italy, where the hospital is still the
predominant point of reference in
this area. We have before us a situ-
ation in evolution and thus these
data could change with the spread
of domestic welfare support, but
equally it has to be recognised that
in the future we will have to take
into consideration the fact that the
family will be increasingly less
able to meet the welfare needs of its
weakest members because of de-
mographic needs which are well
known and the limits which exist to
home welfare support for which a
minimal family input is required to
be effective (Table 10). 

The wish to die in one’s own
home certainly brings into view the
need to spend the final stage of
one’s life in the company of one’s
own family members (Table 11). 

Even though there are differ-
ences between the regions we have
here clear evidence of the strong
family ties which still exist in Italy,
and this is something which has
been revealed by the other research
which has been carried out into
geriatric issues and subjects. Until
a few years ago socially relevant
data indicated strong elements of
distance of elderly people from
their families, but this view has
been subsequently revised in the
light of evidence to the fact that in
advanced age certain ties become
stronger (above all between broth-
ers or sisters) or that certain rela-
tionships which had previously
been of secondary importance be-
come reactivated (Scabini, Donati,
1989). 

All this, however, should not
lead us to forget the stress to which
the family can be subjected even
where the elderly person is in an in-
stitution where he or she receives
constant care and treatment. Cer-
tain research has shown that in the
case of family members involved
in helping a chronically sick mem-
ber or an elderly disabled relative,
stress can cause a deterioration in

Tab. 10 - IF YOU COULD CHOOSE, 
WHERE WOULD YOU LIKE TO DIE?

In hospital

At home

It is of no 
importance to me

I don’t know MALES FEMALES

Tab. 11 - WHICH FOR YOU IS THE MOST INTOLERABLE 
ASPECT OR CONSEQUENCE OF DEATH?

to leave my family realatives

possible suffering
the suffering of my family 

relatives and friends
ending my life

uncertainty as to what the future means

burial

to become a corpse

leave my possesions

other

I don’t know
MALES FEMALES
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their state of health (Geroge,
Gwyther, 1986). After identifying
the consequences of the provision
of help in a family domestic envi-
ronment, research is now directed
towards the study of the impact of
stress which the admission of an el-
derly member to a hospital and his
or her return to the family context
to die, can have on the family itself.
These data can be useful in evaluat-
ing and assessing the difficulties
which can be met in channeling the
personal resources which were pre-
viously employed in providing help
into the subsequent experience of
mourning (Bass, Bowman, 1990). 

The Idea of Death 
in Nursing Homes

One in four people who are over
65 are likely to spend a part of their
life in an institution which provides
constant care. In the Anglo-Saxon
world these places are termed
“nursing homes” and in Italy they
receive the apppelations “Casa di
Riposo” or “Residenza Sanitaria
Assistanziale”. It is still the case to-
day that the “popular” image of
these institutions is coloured by
feelings such as abandonment and
neglect, if not the idea that they are
somewhere where one goes to die.
In a society which exalts indepen-
dence and personal autonomy this
is something which can be ex-
plained very easily – the nursing
home clearly appears as a place of
dependence and loss. Furthermore,
in a culture which appreciates the
advances achieved by biomedical
research which far too often have
been wrongly emphasised by the
mass media and have thereby given
rise to futuristic expectations
(which in reality are very far off
from being realised) and in a cul-
ture which pursues the dream of a
“youthful” growing old, the nurs-
ing home evokes images of intoler-
able weakness. 

It is certainly true that the nurs-
ing home can involve certain ele-
ments which are destructive of the
person to such an extent that the
idea of death takes on connotations
which go beyond mere physical
death and that one can therefore
talk about “social death”. Indeed,
often at the moment of (frequently
unwanted) admission the elderly

person has to face up to one of the
most dramatic changes of lifestyle
which he or she has ever undergone
– namely, separation from home,
from the things with which he or
she is familiar, from the communi-
ty, and the loss in dramatic fashion
of traditions and habits. For some
elderly people institutionalisation
has connotations of death (Caretta,
1997). 

A research project which is very
sensitive to the climate of life with-
in geriatric institutions (Collopy,
Boyle, Jennings, 1991) has de-
clared that: “in the geriatric institu-
tion people live a community life
with very little privacy. Interper-
sonal relationships are weak, many
elderly people live in isolation and
in a kind of defensive shell. Their
mobility is almost non-existent,
and the same may be said about
their opportunities to gain access to
society. Social experience is very
low and the staff on hand to help
them seems to lead a separate exis-
tence. The life of the people who
live in these homes is directed in a
subtle fashion towards a system of
submission to a daily routine, to
work which is not in the least cre-
ative, and to activity where self-de-
termination is denied. The mem-
bers of the home are necessarily de-
prived of their family relationships
and only with difficulty do they

manage to encounter substitutes
who represent, even to a very weak
extent, an imitation of those friend-
ships which are enjoyed by elderly
people who live in their home envi-
ronments. 

The result of all this, unfortunate-
ly, is a gradual process of deperson-
alisation. The resident in a nursing
home has very few opportunities to
develop the talents which he or she
possesses, which thereby undergo a
process of atrophy and disuse. He
or she becomes resigned and de-
pressed and displays no interest in
the future or in things which are not
immediately personal (the selfish-
ness of the elderly!). At times he or
she becomes apathetic, silent, and
fails to demonstrate the least initia-
tive. His or her behaviour and per-
sonal hygiene deteriorate. At times
he or she seems to take refuge in a
private world, in a fantasy”. 

It is therefore more than natural
that many elderly people speak as
though they wished or were wait-
ing for death. This is the request for
death which has been defined as
being “the euthanasia of abandon-
ment”. The nursing home, there-
fore, has a dehumanised climate, at
least for the residents who were the
actual subjects of this research, and
this is something which influences
the professional workers within the
home in their approach towards the
residents. 

Even though the elderly person is
still alive his or her losses are man-
ifold. Amongst these are to be in-
cluded the processes of institution-
alisation itself. The person be-
comes ever more alone and is con-
stantly reminded of the fact that he
or she too will die. In the nursing
home this situation is accompanied
by the loss of “colleagues”. The
fact of being constantly surrounded
by loss is a reality from which he or
she cannot escape. 

Death is not spoken about but
certainly in the nursing home this is
an event which is ever present and
which thereby becomes an aspect
of the “fundamental structure” of
each individual existence (Caretta,
1997).

This area has been the subject of
further research by us carried out
into a number of nursing homes in
the south of Italy, and more specifi-
cally in the region of Naples
(n=300, average age:77). In this re-
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search project, some of whose re-
sults are reproduced in this paper, it
emerged that 66% of those inter-
viewed were satisfied with their
past lives and understood old age in
the following ways: 40% saw it as a
part of the life cycle, 30% as an age
which involved greater suffering,
20% as an age marked by greater
wisdom, and 10% as a useless life.
Prayer, faith and memories were in
increasing order the most important
ways by which this stage in life
were tackled. However, there were
elderly people with whom such
factors were of no help (3%) and
who were burdened by sadness and
resignation. A further fact on suf-
fering and death demonstrated that
37% saw such elements as closely
connected to old age, 29% defined
them as being experiences natural
to life, and 25% considered them as
trials to be overcome. 

Three conclusions follow from
the data and results of this study: 

– The ways in which an elderly
person faces his or her life situation
is different from the approach of
young people;

– faith and prayer are the best
personal resources, in addition to
memories, even in the nursing
home. This is because death is of-
ten seen as a reunion with deceased
loved ones;

– even in the nursing home peo-
ple do not display an evident fear of
death.

Conclusions

Two apparently contradictory at-
titudes are present in our society
which, however, express the same
fundamentally aggressive approach
towards old age and death: the
trend towards the removal and the
elimination of elderly people from
the sphere of consciousness and the
trend towards commiseration and
welfare. The second approach, too,
even though it may hide behind a
mask of charitable motivations, of-
ten maintains the elderly person in
a position of passivity and depen-
dence, a veritable anticipation of
personal death itself. 

The reason for all this is to be
found in the fact that there is a spe-
cial emotional link between the
idea of old age and the idea of
death, and the attempt to render

death “non-visible” makes the el-
derly person “invisible” as well.
The anxiety we experience when
talking about death and dying con-
ditions our attitudes towards old
age and towards those who are ex-
periencing it. Death and growing
old are closely connected at an un-
conscious level.

An awareness of these factors al-
so plays an important role in health
care planning. It is especially the
case that in providing care to elder-
ly people in the terminal stage of an
illness the greater the knowledge
about the people being helped the
more it will be possible to help
them in a suitable way, that is to say
in a way which meets their real
physical, psychological and spiritu-
al needs. It must be borne in mind
that according to calculations which
have been made, roundabout the
year 2000 over 50% of patients will
be over 65 and (as has already been
pointed out) it has been observed
how important for the people be-
longing to this age band such ele-
ments as faith, prayer and spiritual-
ity in general really are in relation to
health. We are talking here about a
state of health which must be un-
derstood in a broad sense: there is
the state of health of the disabled
person, the state of health of a per-
son suffering from chronic illness,
the state of health of a person at the

terminal stage of his or her illness,
and a state of health in death. Health
must be seen as being the ability to
know how to tackle situations of
stress, and in this area to know how
to manage with courage and with
faith the path towards the last act of
life on this earth. 

Igino Giordani, an eminent lay
figure of the Catholic world, de-
scribes this path in the following
terms: “As the years gradually pass
the elderly in many cases turn to re-
ligion or become more religious.
They call this evolution, involu-
tion; this progress, regress: senility.
However, in reality one is dealing
with an instinctive perception of
the nearness of God and his judge-
ment; the nearness, to put it in bet-
ter terms, of home. The leaves fall
from the tree, the trunk opens its
branches to heaven; it has water
and fogs and storms; but it looks
upwards no longer deceived by
leafy boughs, no longer deceived
by what happens. It is already fa-
miliar and it has already experi-
enced what remains” (January
1960). 

Professor MASSIMO PETRINI
Centre for the Promotion 

and Development of Geriatric Care, 
the Catholic University 

of the Sacred Heart, Rome
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1. A Jewish author recently
wrote: “In Judaism elements of
negativity or of positivity are noth-
ing else than the outcome of a so-
ciety, such as Jewish society itself,
which is organised as a protective
structure for its weakest members
in the name of an ideology direct-
ed towards the defence of the dig-
nity of man, independently of con-
tingent conditions and located in a
sacred space”. It seems, therefore,
logical “that the human condition
of an elderly person in Jewish so-
ciety, too, should be governed by
the norm which places his existen-
tial position in the sacred space of
life to the fullest extent”. 

In Leviticus there is a fundamen-
tal position of ethical principles
which involves a commitment to
the defence of the weak, the poor,
orphans, widows, foreigners, and
people afflicted by physical handi-
caps. “Man is the object and the
subject of ethical attention”, as a
precept lays down, “wish for your
neighbour that which you wish for
yourself”. Upon the solidarity
which exists between the members
of the Jewish community depends
its capacity for cohesion. And the
duties towards old age in Judaism,
in addition to being a question of
emotional ethicality, are also “the
affirmation of a collective relation-
ship where Jewish society pro-
gresses as a positive expression of
its own being”. 

2. A few days after receiving the
invitation to give this paper I met
the Chief Rabbi of Rome, Prof.
Elio Toaff. After telling him about
this invitation he immediately
made a suggestion: “Go and read
the passage from Sirach 25, 4-6,
where you will find the elderly de-

scribed”. I went to find the text,
Here is how in effective terms it
describes the nature of an elderly
person: “What an attractive thing
is judgement in grey-haired men,
and for the aged to possess good
counsel! How attractive is wisdom
in the aged, and understanding
and counsel in honourable men!
Rich experience is the crown of the
aged, and their boast is the fear of
the Lord” (v. 4-6). Thinking of the
figure of Rabbi Toaff, a venerable
elderly man of 83 years of age, and
of his moral and spiritual stature, I
find in him the expression of what
Holy Scripture sets out in the text
from Sirach. 

But this passage which I have
just quoted is preceded by a state-
ment of great wisdom: “You have
gathered nothing in your youth;
how then can you find anything in
your old age?” (v. 3). Wisdom and
experience in the elderly are the
fruit of a commitment to consistent
loyalty and life throughout life
from youth to maturity. It is no

sudden fruit. Holy Scripture in the
same chapter states that “the cor-
ruption of an elderly man is a hor-
rible thing” (v. 2). The Lord invites
the elderly to have courage:
“Speak, you who are older, for it is
fitting that you should” (32, 3).
Naturally enough, modesty and
balance are required because
“Lightening speeds before the
thunder, and approval precedes a
modest man” (32, 10). 

3. The same day that I met Rab-
bi Toaff I also met Rabbi Prof.
Poattelli, and both encounters took
place at the synagogue of Rome. I
told him, too, about the invitation
and he suggested that I read a re-
cent article by Prof. Sergio Serra
of Jerusalem bearing the title “Ju-
daism and Old Age” which had
been published in the “Israel
Monthly Review” in memory of a
friend of his who had recently
died, namely Baruch Sermoneta. It
is a valuable study which I will re-
fer to during the course of the
whole of this paper. 

When we discuss old age we
should bear in mind that it is itself
a part of life. It is a period of life
which must be lived to the full
with all the aspects of the situation
in which the individual finds him-
self, and it must be done with all
the richness which has been accu-
mulated over the years. 

At times old age is portrayed as
an illness. This is a mistake. In
every age of man illnesses can oc-
cur. It is true that old age draws us
closer to death, but death itself is
an event which belongs to life.
And life at every stage in its devel-
opment is always a gift of God,
and as such must be welcomed and
lived with gratitude towards the

CLEMENTE RIVA
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Creator. And just as the various
stages of life must be prepared for,
so old age, too, must be prepared
for, and this so that we know how
to grow old in serenity even if the
difficulties that we have to deal
with actually increase. 

Human life and old age itself
must be seen in their different
spiritual, cultural, social and phys-
ical aspects. And all these aspects
involve reflections and lead us to
achieve important conclusions.

4. Let us begin with the spiritual
and ethical aspect, bearing in
mind, however, that the various as-
pects interact with, and influence,
each other. In examining one,
therefore, we must also bear in
mind the others. In addition, we
should also be aware of the impor-
tance of social life together. The
joint presence of other beings es-
tablishes a beneficial communion
for each being. Of importance here
is the observation of A.J.Heshel,
who stated that “to be means to be
together with other human beings.
Existence is co-existence”. In the
people of Israel there is an ethical
tradition which holds that “the
principle of the sacredness of life
is essential, and that from this
springs the right to life, to the dig-
nity of life, and to its inviolability.
This involves reference to the di-
vine will which created man in his
image. And this is true for all men.
In this way every act of commu-
nion with God cannot be isolated
or hidden away but must take
place in conjunction with our fel-
lows without whom we are like
leaves stripped from the branch”.1

In Judaism the reality of
longevity, asserts Prof. Serra, “is a
blessing and is thus a positive as-
pect of the creative action of God”.
Longevity is not only something
which is good but is also a sign of
a good relationship with the Divin-
ity which is based not upon a sub-
jective relativism but upon a re-
quirement determined by the uni-
versality of certain logical moral
values which answer to certain
fundamental shared facts to be
found in mankind. 

From this there flows the re-
sponsibility to develop a commit-
ment to guarantee and to improve
one’s own existence and that of
one’s neighbour. This duty binds

everyone in an ethical sense to
avoid, overcome, and where nec-
essary care for, the suffering and
the trials which are to be found in
human life. A clear idea which
gives great weight to the notion of
life is what is called for here.
Hence the great spiritual value of
old age which is placed om the
ethical and moral horizon of the
existence of life. If life is a gift and
a close relationship with God the
creator, then how can one serious-
ly approve the wish to die, or even
more the practice of euthanasia? 

5. Life is a gift from God and is
communion with God who created
the human being in his image. Life
is thus in the hands of God. God is
the Lord of life. Abortion and eu-
thanasia are ruled out. In the
Quelet, despite the emphasis
placed on physical and mental de-
cline, reference is made to our re-
lationship to our beginnings and to
the end of our life in the following
way (XIII, 7): “Your body will re-
turn to the dust of the earth from
which it was taken; your living
spirit will return to God who gave
it to you”. And the preceding verse
reads: “Enjoy your life. Life will
end like a thread breaks etc...”.
This means:  you must not break it
because it is a gift of God. 

In Judaism life is seen both with
reference to itself and in a wider
perspective. It is said that we have
a past, a present and a future, but it
is the present which is the most im-
portant. The past is our inheritance
and our memory; our future is res-
urrection and new life. I would like

to cite a thought expressed by Prof.
Rita Levi Montalcini: “As human
beings we have the good fortune to
be able to send a message which
goes beyond the length of our own
life. I believe in this. Death does
not worry me at all”. And she goes
on to observe that a human mind is
very much greater that all material
instruments because we possess
consciousness, something whose
workings so far we know very lit-
tle about “even though we are per-
fectly aware that we have it”. And
it is “this formidable human capac-
ity which separates us from the
other species”. 

The relationship between old
age and consciousness is interest-
ing. It is true that when we become
old there are various kinds of limi-
tations. But consciousness contin-
ues to live. And it is no accident
that in the Bible the Lord bestows
upon the elderly not only venera-
bleness but also such important
virtues as prudence, wisdom, and
balance, and in this way suggests
that the elderly should guide his
own people. The passage from Sir-
ach which is quoted above also
refers to the duties of elderly peo-
ple, of those who have “grey hair”,
and whose chief role is that of
“displaying good sense, giving
good advice, etc...” because they
are thoughtful and above all else
because they are loyal to the Lord. 

6. After living a good life we
find in the Bible certain corre-
sponding forms of behaviour sug-
gested by God the creator. The first
is suggested in the seventh day af-
ter the creation of the world and of
man. It is rest. In the Book of Gen-
esis it is explicitly stated that:
“Thus the heavens and the earth
were finished, and all the host of
them. And on the seventh day God
finished his work which he had
done, and he rested on the seventh
day from all the work he had done.
So God blessed the seventh day
and hallowed it” (Gen. 2:1-3). In
considering the historical epoch of
the creation and comparing it to
human life, one is led to declare
that man, too, should rest. In part
this is true, but in part it is not.  To
do nothing is not to sanctify the
seventh day of the Lord. Rather it
involves suspending certain activi-
ties and dedicating oneself to the
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worship of God and to love for
one’s neighbour. It is important for
elderly people to set a good exam-
ple to young people in sanctifying
the sabbath day, enlightening them
in the faith, in praise of the Lord, in
and love for their neighbour. 

The sabbath rest also means for
the elderly person the regaining of
energy, and especially of physical
and mental energy. When refer-
ence to the decline of the elderly
man, rest is seen as a medicine. 

It is naturally also wise to pre-
pare oneself for old age and to fill
one’s organism during youth with
a spiritual baggage with which the
“winter of life” can be tackled.
Without such a baggage man will
suffer old age, and this will appear
as something which has no mean-
ing – faced with growing years and
bad days he will say: “I do not like
them at all” (Qo 12:1). 

7. During old age all children
have the duties of respect and re-
gard for their parents. Given the
advance in medicine of our time
and of improvements in the envi-
ronment there is a primary social
duty to educate citizens with new

directions and new methods “so
that they acquire a practical rela-
tionship which is more fitted to the
ideals of the sensitive phenome-
non of the Jewish tradition”. 

Various problems thus arise in
relation to old age. The first prob-
lem is that of loneliness and isola-
tion. There are economic difficul-
ties and difficulties of other kinds.
The masters recommend the
achievement of as much indepen-
dence as possible in matters of
self-help. But when the needs of
the elderly cannot be met in this
way it is up to the members of the
family to establish a climate of
harmony within the family and of
ethical respect through silent co-
operation. When situations of
poverty arise the rich have the du-
ty to act and solve such problems.
If the woman is a widow the heirs
have no right to make her leave the
place where she lives. When the
home is rented the Jews must pay
her the sum which is required. The
widower is invited to remarry and
to have children. 

The scholar Maimonides em-
phasises the duty that one has to
study one’s whole life long: “Until

when should I study the Torah?
Until the day of my death”.
Roundabout one’s sixties it is nec-
essary to detach oneself from
work, military service, administra-
tive activity and public activity. 

A second problem is that of giv-
ing a pension to those who are no
longer able to support themselves
or carry on working. It is up to
young people to provide moral
help to the elderly. And through el-
derly people traditional principles
should be conserved. The tradition
of the Jewish people is very impor-
tant and traditional values do not
involve mere repetition but imply
adaptation to modern times.

Judaism, it must be stressed, es-
tablishes a bond of solidarity with
elderly people. 

His Excellency Mons.
CLEMENTE RIVA

Auxiliary Bishop of Rome

Note

1 S.ISRAEL, ‘Civiltà Ebraica’, in Ricerche
Religiouse, XIX, 3-4 (1948), p. 312.
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In many Muslim countries Chris-
tians and Muslims very often co-op-
erate in providing services and care
to elderly people. These elderly peo-
ple can be in good health or subject
to illnesses which make their old age
difficult. Indeed, in these countries
there are many female Catholic reli-
gious who place their professional
skill and their caring attention at the
service of Muslims and of Muslims
who are advanced in years. In Alge-
ria, for example, the Little Sisters of
the Poor look after a large number of
elderly men and women in the nurs-
ing homes which they administer in
Oran and Annaba, and these people
come from the poorest of the Muslim
areas. In Yemen the Missionaries of
Charity of Mother Teresa take care
of abandoned elderly people and
handicapped young people in San’a,
Modaidah and Ta’iz. These are only
two examples amongst many which
make us reflect on the fact – well
known by all Muslims – that “elder-
ly people” must be respected, taken
care of, and helped at the end of their
pilgrimage on this earth. 

Indeed, the faithful of the Muslim
religion are well aware of the follow-
ing passage from the Surata of the
Night Journey (sûrat al-Isrâ):
“Your Lord has said that you must
worship none but Him. He has pre-
scribed good will towards your fa-
ther and your mother. If one of them
or both of them have reached old age
and live with you, do not say to them
“Go away!”, do not reject them, but
have words of respect for them. Di-
rect towards them the wing of ten-
derness and say: “My Lord. Be mer-
ciful towards them, as they were
with me when I was a child and
when they brought me up”” (17, 23-
24). Is one not dealing here, perhaps,
with an act of gratitude towards
those to whom one is indebted be-
cause of the gift of life and because

old age with its limits and its passiv-
ity requires such an approach? The
Koran makes the following state-
ment on the subject: “God is He who
creates you weak; after weakness he
gives a certain strength, and then, af-
ter giving strength, he reduces you to
weakness and old age. He creates
what He wants. He is He who knows
everything, the Omnipotent One”
(30, 54). 

Each and every human being thus
perceives the biological stages
which are themselves proof that God
intervenes as He sees fit: “It is He
who created you from the dust, then
a drop of sperm, and then a clot of
blood. He made you be born little so
that later you could reach maturity
and then become old – some of you
will die later – and reach a fixed
term”, because “He it is  who gives
life and bestows death” (40, 67-8).
As can be seen, the Koran teaches
Muslims what the Old Testament
transmits to the Jews and to Chris-
tians with a great deal of wisdom.
One is always dealing with the same
submission (islam) to the will of God
which requires that mothers and fa-
thers are honoured, and their chil-
dren are obedient to them, all life
long, including during their old age.
Does not the Surata di Luqmân (31,
13-34) summarise after its own fash-
ion the whole of the teaching which
a father should hand down to his son
in a way which is clearly within the
framework of Biblical wisdom,
which in turn thus becomes Koranic
wisdom? 

Muslim societies see themselves
in this tradition and have always laid
great emphasis on respect for the “el-
derly”. The word “shaykh” refers
both to the elderly person and to the
person who is expert in learning and
especially in religious learning. And
the “al-Salaf al-s.âlih.” are the “pious
elderly” who must be imitated in a

way which is distrustful of those in-
novations which do not respect the
traditions which such people repre-
sent and transmit. A child is very of-
ten referred to as “al-jâhil”, mean-
ing “the ignorant one”, and the elder-
ly person is described as “he who
knows”. It is widely known that kin-
dred ties are highly valued both in
the Koran and the Sunna – the tradi-
tion which goes back to the Prophet
of Islam – within the framework of
the imperative expressions of soli-
darity of the “wider family” (al-
‘â’ila) where elderly people occupy
a very special and valued position.
Did not Mohammed himself declare:
“the person who has failed to do his
duty towards his own parents will
never go to paradise”? 

What does the Sunna say about
old age? It is known that it urges fil-
ial piety after “the prayer uttered at
the canonic time” and before the
“holy war according to the design of
God”, and that such piety is to be ex-
pressed in particular towards moth-
ers: “a man met the messenger of
God and said to him: “messenger of
God, who amongst those with whom
I have good relations is most deserv-
ing of my attention?”. “Your moth-
er”, replied the messenger. “And af-
ter her” – “your mother”. “And after
her?” – “your father””. It follows
from this that “one of the most seri-
ous sins a man can commit is that of
cursing his father and his mother”. 

Ibn ‘Umar relates an edifying sto-
ry about Mohammed: “One day
three men were walking along to-
gether and were surprised by a show-
er of rain. They took shelter in a cave
in a mountain but a falling boulder
blocked the mouth of the cave and
prevented them from leaving. They
asked themselves what were the best
actions they had performed out of
love for God, and they did this in or-
der to call on God in the name of

MAURICE BORRMANS

The Dignity of the Elderly Person 
in the Muslim World



106 DOLENTIUM HOMINUM

these actions – something which
would then have set them free. One
of the men said: “Oh God! My father
and my mother were elderly and I
had children. I was the shepherd of
the flock and I fed the sheep. When I
came back in the evening I milked
the sheep and began to give my
mother and father milk to drink be-
fore I turned my attention to my
childern. One day I was in a distant
meadow and I came back home after
darkness had fallen. My mother and
my father had fallen asleep. As usual
I went out to milk the sheep and then
I took the milk to my parents’ bed-
side and tried to wake them up be-
cause I wanted to serve them before
my own childern. The children did
not stop crying at my feet but despite
this I went on until dawn broke. Be-
cause you know that I did this for
you, move the boulder so that we can
see the sky!” And God immediately
opened up a space through which the
three men could then see the sky.” 

We also know how much care is
owed to elderly people – they always
take precedence and must be
favoured before a younger person in
every dispute or in the giving of evi-
dence. But old age does not neces-
sarily mean wisdom and devotion!
The temptations are many in num-
ber. Indeed, as the hadith-s says:
“God proclaims himself to a man
who has delayed his end when he
makes him reach the age of sixty-
five” and “the heart of an elderly
man does not stop being young, and
this is due to two causes: love for the
goods of this world and long-stand-
ing hopes”. Indeed, “the son of
Adam becomes older and two things
grow with him – love for wealth and
a wish to live for a long time”. It is
for this reason that every elderly per-
son must listen to the following ad-
mirable sentence by Mohammed,
and with greater care than is the case
with any other of the Prophet’s pro-
nouncements: “be in this world like a
stranger or a passer-by”. And as the
sage Ibn ‘Umar declared: “When
you are in the evening do not hope to
see the morning and when you are in
the morning do not hope to see the
evening. Take from your health for
your illness and take from your life
for your death”. 

Popular wisdom in the Arab-Mus-
lim countries expands in its proverbs
on what the Koran and the Sunna
have canonised as being virtues and
traditional customs. Is not the elderly
person the “al-kabîr”, an adjective
which means “great”? The alitera-

tion “Al-kabîr ‘aqlu kabîr”, can be
translated as “who is great in years is
also great in intelligence”, and this is
because “akbar min-nak bi-shahr
akhbar min-nak bi-sana” (“who is
older than you by a month has more
than a year’s experience than you”)
and because “al-kibar ‘ibar” (“the
advanced age is an exemplary life”)!
But the psychology of the peoples of
this Arab-Muslim world also knows
how to distinguish between the
virtues and the vices and is aware of
the respect which is due to the “el-
derly” and the “burden” which at
times they represent for their nearest
relatives.  

Indeed, although “there is nothing
wrong in being old”, “al-shayb mâ
hû ‘ayb”, nothing prevents evident
social uselessness or a bad character
derived from an ill-conducted life
from giving rise to harsh proverbs.
Thus at times it is said that “ibn as-
sittîn li-s-sikkîn” – “who is sixty
years old deserves to have his throat
cut”! It is certainly true that tradi-
tional society is at times harsh with
its own elderly people and gives
them jobs suitable for children or
young shepherds. Thus, for example,
an Algerian proverb declares: “ash-
shîbânî li-s-sarh. a wa-l-‘ajûz li-r-
rah. â”, which means “the old man
should look after the flock and the
old woman should take care of the
mill”, and a Lebanese proverb ob-
serves “‘Antar lammâ khatyâr
ra‘‘ûh al-bûsh”, which means:
“when Antar (a legendary hero)
grew old he used to take the animals
to pasture”. 

The life of elderly people, there-
fore, is always threatened (li-yobrod
al-h. ajar) and the moment when this
world is left comes for everybody.
And, as the hadith declares, it cannot
be said that every individual is really
ready for this “great journey”. One
proverb asserts: “shibnâ wa-mâ tub-
nâ”, which means: “we have become
old and we have not yet converted”!
It is therefore increasingly impera-
tive for Christians and Muslims, sin-
cere believers and men and women
of good will, to unite their skills and
capabilities in order to ensure that
old people have a serene and respect-
ed old age. This duty is even more
urgent because times have changed
and traditional societies, which
through solidarity once provided “el-
derly people” with guarantees and
safety and whose cultures bestowed
wisdom and prestige upon them,
have given way today to modern so-
cieties where exaggerated individu-

alism runs the risk of giving rise to a
neglect of the  importance of kindred
ties and of the role of elderly people
within families. In these modern so-
cieties, furthermore, technological
knowledge means that the young
generations know much more  about
scientific advance than their elderly
counterparts. 

Hospitals, clinics, hospices and
other such institutions should thus
bear witness to an agreed and re-
newed initiative in favour of the el-
derly. This is particularly the case
because one is dealing here with
helping individuals to prepare them-
selves for receiving and living the
mystery of death with faith and
hope, whatever the religious tradi-
tion to which they belong may be. I
have been told that there are female
religious nurses who have helped
dying Muslims in Libyan hospitals
to raise their right arms so that with
their index finger stretched towards
the sky such Muslim believers could
die proclaiming that there is no other
god but God. I also met an Algerian
Muslim medical doctor who was
spending a period at the Policlinico
Gemelli in Rome for work experi-
ence and who took a cross off the
wall and offered it to an elderly
Catholic Roman woman who was
about to die. In such circumstances
there are no longer any boundaries
and believers are called to help each
other in order to go beyond the fron-
tiers of individual faith. 

Prof. MAURICE BORRMANS
Professor at the Institute of Islamic

Studies of Rome.
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Hinduism essentially being a
way of life with a broad and uni-
versal vision, has no church or no
fixed dogmas. It, however, is con-
scious of the fact that religion per-
meates the life of an individual at
every point and that there is always
a “Great Beyond” beckoning to all
the seeking souls. The ultimate end
that is sought in Hinduism, is
“Moksha” or self-realisation, con-
sistent with the comprehensive and
integrated outlook adopted by it.
The three other ends (Ppur-
sharthas) accepted in it are “Dhar-
ma” (Righteousness), “Artha”
(wealth) and “Kama” (fulfilment
of desires). Thus, Hinduism ac-
cepts that man cannot live without
bread but it also enjoins as Chris-
tianity does that man does not live
by bread alone, nor by his work,
capital or power.

Ashramas

So far as the social aspect of an
individual’s life is concerned,
“Varnashrama Dharma” i.e. the
four-fold social organisation based
on “Varna” i.e. caste and “Ashra-
ma” i.e. the stage of and individ-
ual’s life forms its basis. Manu, the
law-giver enjoins a four-fold divi-
sion base on the psychological
make up viz. “Brahmins” i.e. men
of thought, “Kshatrya” men of ac-
tion or warriors and “Vaishyas” i.e.
the businessmen and Shudras –
those not included in the three pre-
ceeding classes. At the individual
level, life is divided into four
stages called “Ashramas” viz
“Brahmacharyashram” (the stage
of education), “Crihasthashram”
(the stage of family life), “Van-
prasthashrama” (the stage of semi-

retirement) and “Sannyasashra-
ma” (stage of renunciation) with a
view to merging in the Divine i.e.
attaining final liberation of “Mok-
sha”. Each one except the last is of
25 years duration. This classifica-
tion tries to shape to society and
give an edge to human existence,
Manu also gives an outline of the
purpose and preparation of each
stage. After going through student-
stage and having fulfilled his duty
towards his family as a household-
er, the individual is advised to
gradually withdraw himself from
his emotional attachment to the
family, making room for the
younger members, try to develop
self-awareness, practice “yoga”
and prepare for the fourth and the
last stage of detachment from the
finite as finite and attachment to
the finite as the embodiment of the
Infinite thus emphasising that hu-
man life is a pilgrimage to the eter-
nal life.

The family-system followed in
India since ancient days was the
joint-family system and the house-
holders were enjoined to look after
not merely their own parents but
also other elder members of the
family including old grannies and
grandpas and uncles and aunts.

Sad plight of the aged

However, with the passage of
time and because of several factors
including the growing number of
the aged in the society, industriali-
sation and consequent urbanisa-
tion, women going out for work,
breaking down of joint-family sys-
tem, increasing competition in al-
most all fields of life leading to the
pursuit of material prosperity, dete-

rioration in moral and humanitari-
an values and others, the whole so-
cial milieu has changed. The num-
ber of the aged is gradually grow-
ing in India as in other countries of
the world. It has gone up from 5.6
million in 1950 to 6.9 and is ex-
pected to reach 8.6 coming to
about 76 million in 2010. As
against this, there is a decline in the
young population which has come
down to 63.7 per cent in 1990 and
is soon expected to be 47.4 per
cent. As a result, there is a consis-
tent decline in the young-age de-
pendency ratio and an increase in
the old age dependency ratio.

Urbanisation and the premium
on space, rising prices and other
factors have widened the genera-
tion-gap. Children instead of want-
ing to listen to grandpa’s stories
and eating delicious dishes pre-
pared by grannies, want to watch
the TV or retire to their own pri-
vate rooms and eat ready-made
food. To escape insults not only
from their own sons and daughter-
in-law but even from their grand-
children, some of the old couples
prefer to migrate to their native vil-
lages but not all of them can main-
tain themselves on their meagre in-
come nor are the children in a posi-
tion to send them regular money-
orders. Because of these and other
reasons, many old men and women
feel lonely and lost, unwanted and
forsaken. Many become almost
heart-broken and for some of them
old age becomes a wait for death.
An old widowed friend of our fam-
ily was staying in Mumbai with his
son. Once, some highly placed for-
eign officers from a big multina-
tional firm were invited for dinner
at their place. All the family-mem-
bers including the father were in-
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troduced to the guests; however the
father was introduced as a cook
and not as father. This hurt the old
man so much that he left the son’s
house for his ancestral home and
died soon thereafter. Also, some
cases of suicide have been regis-
tered especially in big cities like
Mumbai and Chennai either be-
cause of disputes over property or
lack of living space, temperamen-
tal incongruity or utter inhumanity.
The plight of women and especial-
ly widowed women is worse than
that of men. They are neglected
and side-tracked, bullied and in-
sulted. They are not only treated as
trouble-makers but are blamed for
all the miseries that the family may
have to face. They are not allowed
to participate in feasts and auspi-
cious ceremonies.

Government measures

The Constitution of India pro-
vides for the social-security of the
citizens. Article 41 states that the
government, shall, within the lim-
its of its economic capacity, make
effective provision for public as-
sistance to the disabled, the aged
and others. Also, they have been
given some relief by certain provi-
sion in a couple of other acts in-
cluding the income-tax act, and the
criminal procedure code. After the
international conference of popu-
lation and development held at
Cairo, in 1994, India has taken
some steps with the aim of provid-
ing financial help, developing sys-
tems of health-care, enhancing the
self-reliance of the aged and en-
abling them to work independent-
ly. Recently, senior citizens have
been exempted from paying in-
come-tax. Also, government offi-
cials like officials in most of the
big private companies and trusts
are given pensions.

The main thrust of most of the
programmes undertaken by the
government is towards providing
non-institutional services that are
family and community-based. Al-
so, with a view to keeping the fam-
ilies integrated, an attempt is made
to give incentives to the families
for take care of its elderly mem-
bers. It has been suggested that in
view of the many disabilities suf-
fered by women, special attention

may be paid to their problems and
special schemes be floated to help
them overcome their difficulties.

Old-age homes have been
opened in almost all parts of the
country. Part-time medical officers
and trained social workers are en-
gaged to manage the centres. Mo-
bile medical services are provided
in rural areas. In some of them dif-
ferent systems of medicine home-
opathy and Unani and others are
allowed to operate.

Provision is made for free or se-
mi-free beds for senior citizens es-
pecially for those from the lower
income-groups in government
hospitals. In some hospitals pa-
tients are given aids like dentures,
glasses, vitamin pills either free or
at a nominal cost.

Apart from medical care, legal
assistance, help in insurance and in
bank-services are provided. An
amount of Rs. 22981 lac was spent
on these schemes during the last 5
years. This is a paltry sum com-
pared to the huge number of the
senior citizens in the country.
However, the plea of the govern-
ment is that it has been made very
clear in the Constitution that the
government will help the aged on-
ly within the limits of its economic
capacity, keeping in view its more
urgent priorities like defence,
overall security, economic growth
and so forth.

Voluntary organisations

Fortunately, many voluntary or-
ganisations and charitable trusts
initiated activities for helping the
aged even earlier than the govern-
ment. Though such organisation
did function even in pre-indepen-
dence days, there has been an in-
crease in their numbers and a spurt
in their activities since 1980. Of
course, the credit for this goes to
the importance given to charity in
almost all the religions followed in
India – Hinduism, Islam, Jain,
Christian, Buddhist, Sikh, Jew and
others – as also to the international
conference on the aged and con-
stant contact with leading organi-
sations and senior workers from
other countries in the world pro-
moted mainly by devoted and sin-
cere workers in this field.

The main organisation working

for the welfare of the senior citi-
zens – the Indian federation for the
aged was established in 1988 with
the aim of co-ordinating different
agencies in all parts of the country
and government and semi-govern-
ment agencies in this field.

In 1983-84, the government be-
gan implementing the central
scheme of financial assistance to
voluntary organisations for build-
ing and running old-age homes and
day-care centres, whereas some of
the innumerable regional, national
and international organisations and
private and public trusts running all
over the country provide all-sided
relief including medical, financial,
residential, legal, and psychologi-
cal aid. There are some which con-
centrate on any one or two specific
groups like women, the handi-
capped, the tribals or specific caus-
es like leprosy, heart-troubles, tu-
berculosis, neurosis, ashthma and
others. As an illustration we may
cite the “Help-age Foundation”
which has the aim of creating
awareness and understanding of the
changing scenario of the society
caused by the increasing number of
the elderly and their social, eco-
nomic, psychological and age-care
needs, to raise funds for the cre-
ation of infra-structure through the
medium of social service organisa-
tion for providing benefits to the el-
derly, and to highlight the contribu-
tion of the elderly citizens in en-
riching society. Its activities in-
clude providing consultancy, train-
ing to social workers and financial
support to allied organisations. It
helps more than 500 voluntary
agencies and operates about 1,000
service projects.

Religious trusts

Many religious trusts belonging
to major religions of India, viz.
Hindu, Muslim, Christian, Zoras-
trian, Ja, Sikh and others give sub-
stantial help for deserving cases
including education, care of under-
privileged especially women and
the deprived sections of society,
welfare of animals, protection of
the environment, preservation of
historical monuments, including
temples, mosques, churches and
Gurudwaras, protecting and pro-
moting their culture and way of
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living and others. However, their
main income is directed towards
building of hospitals and provid-
ing relief and education to people.
Some of the hospitals built by
these trusts were started with a
view to providing medical relief
only to members belonging to
their religion or community. How-
ever, in view of the Indian state be-
ing secular, this practice has been
stopped and now all the govern-
ment-run and public hospitals
have to admit patients from the
whole of the community.

Most of the trusts managed by
the Hindu temples have built nu-
merous hospitals and helped innu-
merable patients by giving finan-
cial support for very expensive re-
search and medicine. In the hospi-
tals run by the Hindus arrange-
ments are made for social workers
to come and read passages from
the Bhagvad Gita and other Hindu
scriptures to the patients. Some of
them have confessed that this prac-
tice has helped them both in heal-
ing their physical wounds and re-
ducing their mental worries. Such
trusts exist in almost all parts of
the country and especially in pil-
grim-places.

The Ramkrishna mission runs
hospitals in almost all the regions
of the country.

Over and above the activities
generally undertaken by the organ-
isations working for the welfare of
the senior citizens including pro-
viding houses, libraries, gardens,
recreation centres, cultural centres,
hobby-centres, tours to historical
places, lectures, seminars, finan-
cial and legal aid and others, or-
ganisations meant specially for
medical help and providing medi-
cines at cheap rates, hold aware-
ness, training and counselling
courses and camps for their mem-
bers and also for nurses and social
workers. They also provide for fu-
neral rites and post-death rituals.
Hospitals do not officially engage
priests but keep in contact with
priests who are easily available
and are in a position to conduct the
ceremonies in line with the rules
laid down in their respective reli-
gious texts. Also, a list of social
workers willing to render help to
the patients both during their stay
in the hospital and after their dis-
charge is maintained and they are

given direction regarding the se-
lection of books to be read, devo-
tional songs to be sung, topics to
be discussed, and hobbies to be
cultivated.

One of the distinguishing fea-
tures of medical practice in India is
that in some of the centres more
than one system of medicine, viz.
alopathy, homeopathy, ayurved,
magnet-therapy, accupressure, na-
ture-cure and others are practiced
simultaneously, and the patient is
given the option to follow the one
he likes. Though in most of the
centres alopathy is practised as a
general rule, ayurved and home-
opathy are also getting more popu-
lar, ayurved because it is an indige-
nous system depending on herbal
medicines found in the Himalayas
and other mountain terrains and
the latter because it is compara-
tively cheaper than alopathy.

Thus though we have miles and
miles to go before we can provide
adequate aid to the aged, there is
no doubt that both the government
and voluntary organisations have
made efforts to bring relief to the
elderly in the society and make
their lives a little more healthy and
happier than they would otherwise
have been.

Renunciation

However, ultimately, it is only
the individual himself who has to
make the effort to face the vagaries
of age and become his own friend.
As the Bhagvadgita rightly points
out “A human being is his own
friend and his own enemy”. It is he
who can make or mar his future.
He has to fight his battle and for
this he has to adopt a code of con-
duct, train his body and mind ob-
serving strict discipline in his per-
sonal life. Some of the rules rec-
ommended by experienced doc-
tors are “Eat less”, “talk less”, “de-
velop a hobby”, “take light physi-
cal exercise”, “be slow to smite (if
at all) and quick to pardon”, “try to
adjust to changing times and
changing generations”, “try to do
some social work to the extent
possible”, “learn to laugh at your-
self at times” and “last but not
least” have faith in yourself, and in
the Almighty for as the Bhagvad
Gita preaches “a doer of good

deeds never perishes”. The prac-
tice of “yoga” – concentration and
meditation as an age-old method
of gaining self-control recom-
mended in many ancient Hindu
scriptures taught in some of the
hospitals and health-centres – has
proved to be estremely helpful in
developing self-imposed disci-
pline. This has been tried by some
persisting individuals with re-
markable success.

An 80-year old business-execu-
tive who did not merely develop
an interest in Sanskrit but also
learnt it and translated its very
pithy and catchy sayings into Eng-
lish, made them very popular. The
most miraculous cure was that of
an old man suffering from paraly-
sis who climbed some very stiff
peaks of Himalayas after all other
treatments had failed. It was his
faith in God and in himself that
made this possible. This makes it
very clear that in the last resort it is
faith in oneself and the attitude of
detachment prescribed specially
for those who have reached the fi-
nal or “Sannyashram” stage of life
or renunciation as preached by
Manu that comes to one’s rescue
by giving a reassuring message:

“In spite of darkness, light per-
sists,

In spite of death life persists”.

Prof. USHA MEHTA
Professor, University of Mumbai, India
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1. Buddhist Viewpoints on the 
Elderly and their Welfare: 
Self-Awareness, Filiality, 
Altruism

In 1995, the elderly in Taiwan
numbered 1,545,000, composing
7.28% of the entire population.
Welfare needs for the elderly in-
clude health and medical services,
economic support, education and
recreation, residence and care, and
psychological and social adjust-
ment. (Hsieh Kao-chiao, 1994.) 

The basic teaching of Buddhism
is ‘Conditioned Genesis’. This im-
plies that life is not eternal, but
simply a continuum of similar cir-
cumstances. Society is not unique,
but rather a set of related condi-
tions. This recognition produces
the wisdom of self-awareness and
the mercy of altruism. 

For this reason, Buddhism
stresses the importance of finding
ways to make society aware of the
elderly problems, and put into mo-
tion appropriate altruistic mea-
sures. 

First, the Buddhist doctrine of
Conditioned Genesis teaches that
through birth are conditioned age-
ing and death, so everybody
should be aware that being elderly
is a natural stage of human life.
This does not mean that the elder-
ly are obsolete and just waiting to
die. It should be a time of rich har-
vest, accomplishment, and re-
spect. 

The definition of the “elderly”
changes with the times and the
state of a nation’s development, so
it is not entirely appropriate to use
the age of 65 as a definition of a
person’s being young or elderly.

In 1994, the Venerable Sheng-
yen in Taiwan promoted Buddhist

Longevity Celebrations. A famous
Chinese poem relates the bitter-
sweet flavor of old age: 

The setting sun 
is infinitely beautiful,

But it means that twilight 
is close.

Master Sheng-yen rewrote the
poem to read:

The setting sun 
is infinitely beautiful,

But it does not mean 
that twilight is close;

The future is as beautiful 
as brocade,

The glorious sun will arise 
again in the east.

His implication is that old age is
as beautiful as the setting sun, but
this should not be taken as a hope-
less condition approaching twi-
light and the darkness of night. Old
age is a second spring. After retire-

ment one can rediscover the power
of one’s life, the value of human
life, and contribute the light of
wisdom and the warmth of enthu-
siasm to help society. 

“The glorious sun will arise
again in the east.” The Buddhist
standpoint is that nothing is per-
manent, but the wish to contribute
altruistically to society may be
boundless. If there are wishes that
cannot be completed in this life,
they may be completed in the next
life; efforts may be continued for
eons, until Buddhahood is finally
achieved.

That which I have not achieved
in this life I can leave for the next
generation. That which I cannot do
myself this time, and the next gen-
eration is incapable of completing,
I will do in my next life! If you al-
ways keep this idea in mind, you
will not feel forlorn in your old
age, and you will not feel lonely
even if you are alone. (Shih Sheng-
yen, 1994) 

In addition, Buddhism, which
originated and developed within
traditional Eastern cultures, places
great importance on Oriental so-
cial creeds which emphasise that
children have filial obligations to-
wards their parents and elders.
Such concepts are expounded up-
on in sutras such as the Parents’
Kindness Can Never Be Repaid
Sutra. Therefore, Buddhist groups
or Chinese society basically use
the Elderly (Parents) – Household
axis as the foundation for solving
problems concerning the aged.
Hence, with regard to problems
concerning personal benefits such
as senior citizens’ residence and
living requirements, the family
structure naturally is seen as the
main source of support. 

BHIKKU HUI-MIN

The Buddhist View of the Elderly and 
its Implementation in the Republic of China
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While in Western nations med-
ical care for the aged has already
become a space for the develop-
ment of new services provided by
religious welfare groups, Tai-
wanese Buddhist groups still en-
courage three generations in the
same household, and hesitate to
stick the elderly in old folks’
homes. A return to traditional filial
ethics is seen as the best policy for
solving problems concerning care
for the elderly. (Wang Shun-min,
1997). As the founder of the Bud-
dhist Compassion Relief Tsu-Chi
Foundation, the Venerable Zheng-
yen explained:

“Actually, in Chinese society,
what old people need most is the
affection between relatives, so so-
ciety should be encouraged to re-
establish traditional filial virtues.
The hope that young people will
be grateful to their parents and be
filial to them is the fundamental
method to solve these problems.
However, the social structure has
changed, with the nuclear family
replacing the extended family. …
Many old people live alone and
have to fend for themselves. This
is a sad state of affairs. We hope
that communities become like
clans, with the idea that the com-
munity is a big family. Everybody
can take turns, when they have free
time, to express their concern for
the community’s elderly.” (Tzu-
chi Monthly, #377:97) 

“Times are changing. Mainland
China is modernizing, and Taiwan
is westernizing. Family concepts
are fading away. In the old days,
four generations under one roof
earned the envy of others, but to-
day, old people are considered bur-
dens, and not welcomed by young
married couples. However, Tzu-
chi members are just the opposite.
We not only carry on old tradi-
tions, keeping our parents close by
so we may take care of them, but
we often have the problem that
each of several children wants to
take the old folks into their own
home.” (Yun-ching, 1995:138)

In summary, the Buddhist stand-
point on issues concerning the el-
derly is that old people should be-
come self-aware according to the
doctrine of ‘Conditioned Genesis’,
realizing that old age does not
mean a useless lull waiting for
death. Old age should be a time of

rich harvest, accomplishment, and
respect. Emphasis should be
placed on filial obligations to par-
ents and elders. All of us should
vow to contribute through life after
life in altruistic activities. 

2. Buddhist Viewpoints on the 
Elderly and their Welfare: 
the Earthly Buddhism 
and Pure Land Buddhism

Traditionally, Buddhism has
taught people to “get rid of the sec-
ular attachment, concentrate on the
Amitabha Buddha, vow to be re-
born in the Lotus World, namely,
the Western Pure Land of Utmost
Bliss.” This has especially served
as a creed and spiritual goal for old
people. This is why the core mem-
bers of such Buddhist organiza-
tions as Amitabha Buddha recita-
tion groups and “lotus associa-
tions” are generally the elderly.

Human life is full of disasters
and tribulations, and the suffering
of old age, sickness, and death,
which prompt people to look to-
ward the Pure Land. According to
the Buddhist doctrine of the two
levels of meaning of the Pure
Land, ordinary mortals may vow
to be reborn in other worlds, which
have already become pure lands,
such as the Western Pure Land of
Utmost Bliss created by the
Amitabha Buddha. They may also,

in imitation of the boddhisattvas,
purify and establish worlds that in
the future will become pure lands.
Therefore, the Pure Land is not
here and now, but in the future, and
elsewhere. 

Such tendencies may lead to an
overemphasis on future worlds at
the expense of present realities,
and even to solely focusing on
leading the spirits of the dead to
Amitabha Buddha’s Pure Land.
For this reason, Master Tai-hsu
(1890-1949) advocated ‘humanis-
tic Buddhism.’ Following in his
footsteps, Master Yin-shun (1906-
) called for a return to the original
meaning of Buddhism, which was
never divorced from earthly con-
cerns, rather than overemphasis on
gods and divine phenomena be-
yond the realm of human affairs.
Granted that the human world we
live in, full of sorrows and cata-
clysms, is not a pure land; it is for
precisely this reason that we
should vow to establish an earthly
pure land. (Bhikkhu Hui-min,
1997)

These concepts and related ac-
tivities of the earthly pure land
here and now have become the
mainstream of Buddhism in Tai-
wan today. Associations such as
Tzu-chi Foundation, Fo-kuang
Mountain, and Dharma Drum
Mountain and their congregations
are based theoretically on such
ideas. However, teaching the el-
derly to “let go of your attach-
ments to this world, recite Amitab-
ha Buddha with all your heart, and
vow to be reborn in the Lotus Pure
Land of Amitabha” complements,
rather than contradicts, the social
activities pursued by earthly pure
land adherents. 

3. Social Action of Earthly 
Buddhism: Elderly Welfare 
Areas in Temples

a. Temples may act as mediating 
structures for family 
and society: (community-based
Buddhist services)
According to the data of distrib-

ution of Buddhist associations and
all religious associations through-
out Taiwan (Original source: De-
partment of Statistics, Ministry of
the Interior, Government of the
Republic of China, 1995),
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throughout Taiwan the distribu-
tion of Buddhist organizations is
not relatively much higher than
that of other religious groups
(Taoism, Christianity, and others):
1.3%, 12.9%, 12.5% and 12.8%.
However, the relation of average
building space, land and use to
chary is very high: 212%, 280%
and 167%. This geographical dis-
tribution and the changing struc-
ture of urban areas indicates that
Buddhist temples may act as me-
diating structures between family
and community or society. Point
(family), line (temple), and plane
(society) may be thoroughly inte-
grated (Wang Shun-min, 1998), in
accordance with the government’s
policy of stressing the communi-
ty’s role in social welfare. 

The structure and role of the
family is changing, so that fami-
lies may find themselves inca-
pable of caring for old folks, who
are left to look after themselves.
Legislation concerning the wel-
fare of the elderly is still being de-
veloped. Market forces concern-
ing senior citizens have yet to
reach the stable stage. As family,
legislation, and markets reach
their structural limits, the govern-
ment’s policy of community-
based welfare meshes with the
Buddhist ideal of working among
the people: community-based
Buddhist services. 

b. Possible choices for community 
elderly care by community 
based Buddhist services
According to the level of spe-

cialization, we can divide commu-
nity elderly care into three levels:
high, medium and low. According
to the contents of services ren-
dered, we can divide them into two
kinds of care: of a supporting na-
ture and of an informative nature.
Therefore, there are six possible
choices for community elderly
care by community based Bud-
dhist services.

1. High, supporting: housing for
the elderly, housing security assis-
tance, terminal care,

2. Medium, supporting: food
services, home care, at home ser-
vice, job location service, emer-
gency assistance, daytime care.

3. Low, supporting: housekeep-
ing service, friendship visits, tele-
phone visits, transportation ser-

vice, neighborhood service, respite
service.

4. High, informative: legal ser-
vice, insurance service, case intro-
duction.

5. Medium, informative: old
folks’ studies, family education,
mental hygiene, 

6. Low, informative: cultural ac-
tivities, recreation, information
services

This table portrays an ideal type
for elderly assistance areas in Bud-
dhist temples. When we further
consider the characteristics of the
elderly (sex, age, education, in-
come, health), their ability to get
about, their living conditions, and
the resources available for them
(Lin Sungling, 1993; Hsieh Mei’o,
1993), we may clearly see the need
for more precise planning to serve
the needs of the elderly. Further-
more, two reference points – the
level of specialization and the
types of services offered – should
be taken into consideration while
plotting the routes and limits of fu-
ture community-based Buddhist
services.

c. Vision for Elderly Welfare Areas 
in Buddhist Temples
Buddhist temples are ideally

suited to provide services to the el-
derly for a number of reasons.
There are a large number of tem-
ples of all scales. With strong con-
gregations, they have the potential

to call forth great social resources.
They display little variance in the
character of the clergy and the lay
volunteers. Having for the most
part grown up together, they are
firmly rooted in their communi-
ties. With these qualifications,
Buddhist temples display the fol-
lowing advantages for serving the
elderly.

1. Efficiency
The government has only limit-

ed resources with which to provide
support for the elderly. These ser-
vices have to be provided accord-
ing to regulations, and may not be
available in locations convenient
to every community. Local Bud-
dhist temples have the advantages
of mobility and timeliness. There-
fore temples may act as emergency
centers to provide rapid assistance
to senior citizens in the communi-
ty, thereby enhancing the efficien-
cy of welfare for the elderly.

2. More acceptance
Government assistance often

carries a stigmatization effect.
Buddhist welfare organizations,
with their emphasis on intersub-
jectivity, are more humane. At the
same time, as the temples better
understand local individuals’
backgrounds and habits, as well as
the characteristics of the commu-
nity itself, services rendered are
more easily accepted. 

3. Better use of the 
community’s leisure
Most of those who frequent tem-

ples are female, but active partici-
pation among married women is
not high. In other words, there is
still much room to develop
women’s participation in commu-
nity activities (Chan Huo-sheng,
1994; Department of Statistics,
Ministry of the Interior, 1993; De-
partment of Accounting, Execu-
tive Yuan, 1992, 1991). For exam-
ple, community temples may orga-
nize women to do housework for
the elderly.

4. Economic assistance
Compared to the services pro-

vided to the elderly by the market
and government regulated welfare
organizations, temple based wel-
fare services generally offer
greater efficiency.
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5. Integration
Temples not only offer the elder-

ly facilities for religious activities,
but can also help integrate govern-
ment, business, and charity wel-
fare resources, in order that the el-
derly may secure continuous,
complete care, thereby becoming
models of the ‘care community.’ 
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The social doctrine of the Church
is rooted in the Gospel and in Tradi-
tion and provides us with a “corpus”
of thought in which elements of per-
manent value are present. It also
constitutes a valuable system of
comprehension by which to under-
stand society and social relation-
ships where economic, social and
even cultural realities must be at the
service of the person and not the op-
posite.  In this approach the elderly
person naturally finds his place,
first as a person to be helped and
then gradually as a person who,
through his own abilities, charisms
and life problems enriches the
Church and brings new elements to
her social doctrine. 

We can examine these elements
of the social doctrine of the Church
under three distinct headings – the
social role of the elderly person, his
integration into society, and lastly
his place within the Church. 

1. The Social Analysis

First of all one can, and one must
affirm, the need for the social doc-
trine in a society which creates mar-
ginalisation. The elderly necessarily
belong to the ranks of the margin-
alised not only because the vast ma-
jority of them are poor but also be-
cause they belong to that category
of people which nobody bothers
about, living as we do in a society
where the economic takes pride of
place over the social. 

The Need for the Social Doc-
trine...

One can with confidence assert
that the social doctrine of the
Church in its present day form took
modern shape  with Pope Leo XIII,
and one can further affirm that this
doctrine is rooted in the doctrinal

treasure inherited from the teach-
ings of the Bible. In Vatican Coun-
cil II we find the profound motiva-
tions behind this doctrine being
clearly restated. The constitution
Gaudium et Spes (n. 76) upholds the
duty and the right of the Church “to
preach and teach her social doc-
trine, exercise without obstacles her
mission amongst men, and give her
moral judgement, also on things
which concern the political order,
when this is required by the funda-
mental rights of the person and the
salvation of souls”. This is because
the Church is “both the sign and the
safeguard of the transcendent char-
acter of the human person” (ibi-
dem). 

“The Church, down the unfolding
of history, has formulated in the
light of the Gospel, and above all
else in recent times has widely
taught, the principles of justice and
fairness required by upright human
reason and which are valid both for
individual or social life and for in-
ternational life” (GS, n. 63).  

In a Society which Creates Mar-
ginalised People

The appearance with the advent
of modern industrial society of hu-
man groups which were increasing-
ly marginalised and excluded from
a social system which is charac-
terised by competition and profit,
led the Church to take a position on
the subject both to promote actions
directed towards the sphere of char-
ity and to condemn the injustices of
this system and to propose moral
principles oriented towards the up-
holding of respect for the human
person. 

Nowadays, in this “post-moder-
nity” in which we live, the margin-
alisation of entire groups of the pop-
ulation has become much worse in
character. This is so for two princi-

pal reasons. On the one hand, the
economic dimension of things has
now come to dominate the political
and social dimensions, while on the
other, with the process of globalisa-
tion in the economic field which is
now underway, it is increasingly
difficult to identify the financial and
commercial power points which are
in reality responsible for the destiny
of mankind. This prevalence of the
economy is a challenge to the social
doctrine for which the three fields –
the economic, the social and the po-
litical – are and will always be in-
separable, while with regard to the
implementation of this doctrine at a
local or regional level it is necessary
to take the phenomenon of globali-
sation into account. 

Amongst whom the Elderly...
At the time of Rerum Novarum

the social group which was margin-
alised and exploited was the prole-
tariat. However, Leo XIII did not
fail to include other categories,
amongst whom he placed the elder-
ly, in a global vision of the neces-
sary charity of the Church, doing so
with an explicit reference to the first
Christian community. Quoting Ter-
tullian, the Pope believed that the
offerings made spontaneously by
the faithful were “designed to help
and to bury those in acute poverty,
support the poor and orphans of
both sexes, the old and the ship-
wrecked” (RN, n. 16). The Pope cit-
ed as possible sources of help “the
friendly societies, the many forms
of private insurance...charitable in-
stitutions for both sexes, for young
people and for adults” (RN, n.29). 

In the index of the fourth edition
of the collection of social encycli-
cals issued by successive Popes
from Pius IX to Pius XII (1864-
1956), the phrase “old people” or
“the elderly” does not appear. It is
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only with the apostolic letter Octo-
gesima Adveniens of Paul VI (14
May 1971) that elderly people are
seen as one of the increasingly mar-
ginalised groups of a society in a
state of transformation. Speaking
about the victims of social changes,
of the new poor, the text explicitly
mentions elderly people and calls
for the attention of the Church to be
directed towards them “to recognise
them, help them, defend their place
and their dignity in a society hard-
ened by competition and the pull of
success” (OA, n. 15). The Third
Synod of Bishops, for its part, in its
document De Justitia in Mundo –
which was also published in 1971 –
offers a list of people “who are often
neglected by families and by the
community: the elderly, orphans,
the sick and every other category of
abandoned person”. With the papa-
cy of Pope John Paul II elderly peo-
ple have been increasingly cited as
being some of the people who are
most in need of attention and love.
The Pope has very often addressed
himself directly to them to remind
them of their mission within society
and within the Church. 

Those Who have no Voice...
The fact that the marginalisation

of the elderly person operates at two
levels should also not be neglected.
The first level at which this takes
place is the economic. Indeed, eco-
nomic-material poverty is often to
be encountered as a phenomenon
amongst elderly people. But the so-
cial doctrine of the Church also
speaks about another kind of pover-
ty which is even harsher than eco-
nomic poverty – that is to say the
social exclusion of those who do not
“have a voice” with which to defend
their rights. The Apostolic Exhorta-
tion Familiaris Consortio speaks
clearly about “the right of elderly
people to a deserving life and a dig-
nified death” (FC n. 46). In modern
society the people who have a
“voice” are primarily those who be-
long to the ranks of productive soci-
ety. Other people are a burden and
are therefore subjected to economic
and social marginalisation and ex-
clusion. Linking the attention which
must be paid to elderly people to the
need to respect human life, John
Paul II emphasised in his much ap-
plauded “message to the world as-
sembly on ageing” (26 July 1982)
that: “Life is a gift of God to man
created for love in his image and

likeness. This understanding of the
sacred dignity of the human person
leads to value being given to all the
stages of his life out of a need for
justice and consistency. Indeed, it is
not really possible to appreciate the
life of an elderly person if one does
not appreciate life at the moment of
its conception. Nobody knows
where things will lead to if life is
not respected as an inalienable and
sacred good” (L’Osservatore Ro-
mano, 26-27 July 1982).

At this point of our analysis we
can affirm that the social doctrine of
the Church is increasingly integrat-
ing the reality of elderly people into
its vision of humanity to which it is
itself directed. Going forward in
this inquiry we can also see that in
making itself the voice of the elder-
ly and in exploring the meaning of
old age, the social doctrine of the
Church can provide a very neces-
sary light to our present day world if
it wants to give a meaning to those
moments in life which seem useless
-indeed which carry suffering, de-
pendence and limitations of various
kinds with them. 

2. The Integration 
of the Elderly Person 

The social doctrine of the Church
lays emphasis on more than one oc-
casion on the fact that the situation
in which “groups of people live on
the margins of society must be over-
come” (De Justitia in Mundo), and
as a result proposes to operate
through precise initiatives at three
levels: that of the family, that of the
state, and lastly that which we
might term the intermediate, or
rather social groups and organised
bodies. We will now analyse these
three levels.

a) At the Level of the Family
The constitution Gaudium et Spes

(n. 52) makes clear that the family –
a unit in which different generations
live together – is the foundation of
society, the natural environment of
the life lived by  men and women.
The elderly person, very often, is
the founding element, the root and
the memory of his family and it is
therefore in his family that he must
find his first integration. For their
part the children, as living members
of the family, must be near to their
parents in the loneliness of their old
age (GS n. 48), while the state, for

its part, is obliged to help families
so that they can offer this integra-
tion to the elderly. “It is urgent to
promote not only policies in favour
of the family but also social policies
which have as their principal objec-
tive the family itself, helping it
through the allocation of adequate
resources and effective instruments
of support both in the education of
children and in taking care of elder-
ly people, avoiding thereby the dis-
tancing of the elderly from the fam-
ily unit and strengthening relation-
ships between the generations”
(CA, n. 49). 

This approach is adopted on a
number of occasions in the Apos-
tolic Exhortation Familiaris Con-
sortio where clear reference is made
to the duties to engage in participa-
tion which are incumbent upon
every individual member of the
family. “All the members of the
family, each one according to his
own gift, has the grace and the re-
sponsibility to construct, day by
day, the communion of the people
belonging to it, making of the fami-
ly a school of more complete and
richer humanity” (n. 21). 

Thus n. 27 of the same exhorta-
tion is dedicated to elderly people
within the family. It stresses that ur-
ban development leads to the mar-
ginalisation of elderly people and to
the loss of their role within the fam-
ily. In the face of so many chal-
langes “the Christian family...ad-
vancing in the footsteps of the Lord
through a special concern for all
poor people, must take special care
of the hungry, the poor, the elderly,
the sick, drug-addicts, and those
without a family” (FC n. 47). 

The special role that the family is
called upon to perform is that of be-
ing the principal place of mutual
help between the generations, as the
encyclical Evangelium Vitae makes
clear with force and in precise terms
in n. 94: “A special place is to be at-
tributed to the elderly... Their pres-
ence within the family, or at least
the nearness of their family to them
when the lack of living space in the
home or other reasons means that
such a presence is not possible, are
of fundamental importance in the
creation of a climate of mutual ex-
change and rich communication be-
tween the various ages of life. It is
important, therefore, that there is
maintained (or restored where a loss
has taken place) a kind of “pact” be-
tween the generations so that elder-
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ly parents when they have come to
the end of their journey can find in
their children a welcome and a soli-
darity which they had towards their
children when they themselves en-
tered life. This is required by the di-
vine commandment to honour one’s
father and mother (cf Ex 20: 12;
Lev 19:3). But more should be said
on this question. The elderly person
should not only be seen as an object
of attention, nearness and service.
He, too, has a valuable contribution
to make to the Gospel of life.
Thanks to the rich patrimony of ex-
perience which has been acquired
over many years he can be, and he
must be, a “provider of wisdom, a
witness to hope and to charity”. 

b) At the Level of the State
The social doctrine of the Church

argues that social progress, when
obtained in the realm of moral or-
der, helps to affirm and develop the
qualities proper to the person (cf
Mater e Magistra, n. 73). In helping
to achieve the organic recomposi-
tion of social life together – as Pius
XI proposed in his encyclical
Quadragesimo Anno – this sociali-
sation must meet the needs of the
family by making sure that every
member can take part in a suitable
way in the common good, and this
is particularly true of groups which
are “without a voice”. Amongst
these the social doctrine explicitly
places together all those who as hu-
man persons are the beginning, the
subjects and the goal of all institu-
tions (OA, n. 14). As such the elder-
ly person must receive help when he
is in need but he also be made able
to participate in the construction of
the common good. 

The obligation of the state to en-
sure the integration of all of its citi-
zens into society, and in a special
way to take care of the elderly, in-
volves a number of questions which
today are not of easy solution. The
lengthening of life spans and the
rapid increase in the number of el-
derly people in all sectors has led to
a flow of resources towards this
whole area which is commonly con-
sidered to be unproductive. The first
step which the social doctrine asks
of the state is that it sees the rights
of the person as being inalienable
even in that stage of life which is
not directly productive. 

Indeed, it is certainly the case that
the person should not only be seen
in terms of his ability to produce.

Old age is a stage of life. Old age is
not a synonym for dependence. The
nost negative aspects of growing
old, in particular dependence and
loneliness, can be faced up to only if
they are seen as reasons for growth
in humanity and perceived within a
vision of the overall meaning of life
and the destiny of each individual,
as well as within a conception of so-
ciety which integrates the riches of
all the generations. In this sense,
and to avoid an almost unsupport-
able burden for the state, one must
think in terms of flexibility in the
definition of the retirement age,
thereby allowing people in good
health to go on working. One must
also reduce the number of admis-
sions to institutes and to hospitals
by encouraging suitable services
which ensure that eldery people re-
main in their normal life environ-
ments. Initiatives and programmes
involving ongoing training, such as
universities for the elderly etc.,
should also all be fostered and pro-
moted. 

It should be remembered at this
point that the social doctrine of the
Church, in emphasising the rights of
the person, sees life as being invio-
lable from its conception to natural
death. The state, therefore, should
condemn every use of euthanasia
whether active or passive in charac-
ter. To eliminate a life because it is
seen as being no longer useful, or to
furnish death in order to shorten
suffering, must be practices which
are condemned by the state in the
name of respect for the life of each
and every individual. 

At the same time account must
also be taken of the mentality (now
rather widespread) which lays
down that the state must ensure the
“prosperity and wellbeing” of each
individual and sees this as an essen-
tial right of every person. The en-
cyclical Centesimus Annus warns
us against the abuses practised
against the individual which can
come from a state which has trans-
formed itself into a “state of pros-
perity and wellbeing”. This broad-
ening of the sphere of action of the
state seeks “to answer in a more
suitable way to many needs and re-
quirements and to remove forms of
proverty and privation which are
unworthy of the human person.
However, excesses and abuses have
not failed to appear which have pro-
voked harsh criticism – and espe-
cially in recent years – which has

been levelled against the prosperity
and wellbeing state – an entity
which has been termed the ‘Welfare
State’” (CA, n. 48). 

With special reference to the el-
derly,the encyclical Centesimus An-
nua lays stress upon the fact that in
“acting directly and in deresponsi-
bilising society, the welfare state
causes a loss of human energies and
an exagerated increase in public
mechanisms...It seems, indeed, that
the person who has greater knowl-
edge about the needs and is most
able to satisfy those needs of an in-
dividual, is the person who is near-
est to him and who treats the needy
as his neighbour. It should be added
that often a certain kind of need re-
quires an answer which is not only
material in character but which is
able to understand the deepest of
human requirements” (CA, n. 48). 

When one thinks of who is near-
est to the elderly person one natural-
ly thinks of the family. “Convinced
that the good of the family is an in-
dispensable and absolutely vital
value of the civil community, the
public authorities should do their
best to ensure that families have all
those forms of help – of an econom-
ic, social, educational, political and
cultural character – which they need
to meet all their responsibilities in a
human way (FC, n. 45). It cannot be
denied, however, that there are in-
creasingly evident contradictions
between the Christian vision of the
family and the vision held by  per-
missive society which at times often
actually ends up by enjoying the
support of the state itself. The state,
however, should help the family to
look after the elderly person within
the family unit, thereby respecting
the principle of indirect support.  

c) At an Intermediate Level
From its very inception the social

doctrine of the Church has defended
the principle of indirect support ac-
cording to which a society of a
higher level of size should not inter-
fere in the internal life of a society
of a lower level of size, depriving it
thereby of its responsibilities and
duties, but should, rather, support it
where needs arise and help it to co-
ordinate its activity with the other
component parts of society with a
view to achieving the common
good (cf John XXIII, Mater et Mag-
istra, n. 23, and John Paul II, Cen-
tesimus Annus, n. 48). As applied to
the whole area examined in this pa-
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per, this means that elderly people
themselves must take the initiative
to participate actively in the life of
society. 

As has already been observed, the
first document of the social doctrine
of the Church – the encyclical Re-
rum Novarum (n. 43) – when listing
the forms of help which could be
given to those in need refers inter
alia to  friendly societies. The asso-
ciations which nowadays help the
elderly are many in number, active
and flourishing. As has been em-
phasised, the elderly person certain-
ly needs material help but even
more he needs to be recognised as a
responsible subject of his own life.
The point made clearly by Centes-
imus Annus is highly relevant to the
elderly: there is a need for associa-
tions and communities which pre-
vent the individual from falling into
an anonymous condition and from
being merely a consumer of com-
modities, suffocated between the
two poles of the state on the one
hand, and the market on the other
(n. 49). 

In the case of the elderly the prin-
ciple of indirect support should be
especially applied to the specific
needs of elderly people who are not
independent, have no family rela-
tives, or who have to rely on a low
income. Certain welfare policies
and the institutions to which they
gave rise were understandable in
the past because of the different so-
cial and cultural context which then
prevailed. But these are now out of
date and do not correspond to con-
temporary human sensitivity. A so-
ciety which is really aware of its du-
ties towards the older generations –
who, it might be said, have helped
to build the present – must be able
to create institutions and suitable
services which ensure that elderly
people can stay in their normal life
environment through policies of
home support (help in the home, the
day hospital, day centres, protected
houses, and so forth). Residential
structures, for their part, can pro-
vide dimensions of a family charac-
ter, independence, respect for the
personality of each elderly person,
activities, interests, and all the
forms of care which are required as
people grow old. 

The emphasis on the ability of el-
derly people to make their specific
contributions to society is certainly
a new dimension to the application
of the social doctrine of the Church.

When elderly people have the op-
portunity to do so they participate in
an active way in social life at a civ-
il, cultural and group level. One
need only think here of how many
positions of responsibility, especial-
ly in the world of voluntary work,
are held by elderly people. In the
political field the influence of elder-
ly people is by no means slight. This
is because through associations,
professional and trade union organ-
isations, and political bodies, elder-
ly people are able to influence the
policies which are relevant to their
lives and to society as a whole. 

It is also important to draw atten-
tion to private Catholic initiatives
which are especially active in this
whole area. The “Vie Montante In-
ternationale”, for example, a move-
ment of the elderly for the elderly
which is recognised by the Holy
See, helps its members in various
ways to live, and also thereby or-
ganises this intermediate dimension
of social integration. There are also
a large number of associations and
initiatives which help to make el-
derly people active subjects of so-
cial life. It should also be remem-
bered that various dioceses and
parishes have initiated pastoral
work for the elderly and have en-
trusted elderly people with various
kinds of ministries to be performed
within the Christian community. 

3. The Elderly Person 
and the Church

The upholding of the dignity of
the person remains the light which
illuminates all the key points which
are examined within the framework
of the social doctrine of the Church.
One can speak about the dignity of
the person only in relation to the ex-
tent to which his rights are respect-
ed. But the Church, which is an “ex-
pert in humanity”, goes beyond a
cold conception of rights and argues
that they should be lived out with
reference to mutual respect, solidar-
ity, friendship, and brotherly love.
This perspective is especially ap-
plicable in the case of the elderly
who are called to live out and to de-
velop a lifestyle whose goal is eter-
nity. 

a)Respecting Human Rights 
in Solidarity and Mutual Love
Our epoch has been celebrating

the anniversary of the declaration of

human rights with its solemn
proclamation to the effect that “all
humans are born free and equal in
dignity and rights” but continues to
generate profound contradictions
and “new forms of social and men-
tal slavery” (GS, n. 4). The social
doctrine of the Church calls upon
everybody to be aware of the fact
that “every man is my brother”
(Paul VI, “Message for the Fourth
Day of Peace”, 1971) and invokes a
“genuinely human and Christanly
fraternal solidarity” (Pius XII,
“Christmas radio message to the
world”, 24 December 1942) “The
sons of God [are obliged to treat
each other] as brothers... [to pro-
vide] mutual services, according to
the gifts which they have re-
ceived...This solidarity must always
be developed until that day when it
will be fulfilled and when men,
saved by grace, will render perfect
glory to God, as a family of God
and of beloved Brother Christ”
(GS, n. 32). 

To uphold this fraternal dimen-
sion to solidarity requires a long ed-
ucation without which “an exces-
sive promotion of equality can give
rise to an individualism where each
person upholds his own rights and
withdraws from his responsibilities
to the common good” (OA, n. 23).
Indeed, one easily encounters cer-
tain elderly people who think that
they have done enough for their
neighbour during their professional
lives and often confine themselves
to striving for their own personal
wellbeing, thereby increasing the
number of passive consumers of the
flourishing industries of the world
of free time. 

Others, on the other hand, place
their – albeit weak – energies and
their charisms at the service of the
common good. In this way they can
make the sense of solidarity grow
within the community to the point
of a totally free giving of oneself (cf
Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 40) and
take part as active subjects in the
solidarity which is necessary be-
tween the generations, thereby help-
ing to build the family community
which is a privileged place in which
to live relationships inspired by free
giving, disinterested readiness to
help, generous service, and pro-
found solidarity (cf FC, n. 43). El-
derly people are called to take part
in the building of the family which
is the foundation stone of society
and “in which the different genera-
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tions encounter each other and help
each other to achieve a more com-
plete human wisdom and to uphold
the rights of the person in a way
which is in harmony with the other
needs of social life” (GS, n. 52). 

b)Defending the Right to Life 
and Condemning Euthanasia 
In creating man in his image,

God gave him the greatest of gifts –
the gift of life. This is the most
valuable good which each person
possesses. The declaration of the
Congregation of the Doctrine of the
Faith on abortion makes clear the
absolute respect which is due to this
immense gift: “The first right of a
human person is his life... It must be
protected... It is not the function of
society, of public authorities, what-
ever form they may take, to recog-
nise that some people have this
right and some people do not –
every form of discrimination is
wrong... A discrimination based up-
on different periods of life is no
more justified than any other form
of discrimination. The right to life
remains intact in the case of a ven-
erable old man even when he is
very weak. An incurably ill person
has not lost that right” (Congrega-
tion of the Doctrine of the Faith,
“Dichiarazione sull’Aborto”, 18
November 1974). Unfortunately,
elderly people who are dependent

on others are right to fear euthana-
sia – which is often presented as a
way of eliminating their suffering –
when they see that certain states
close their eyes in the presence of
examples of this way of ending hu-
man lives. 

c) Considering Life from 
the Perspective of Immortality
“It is not possible to understand

and assess the things of our time to
the full if the soul does not look to-
wards another life, that is to say to-
wards eternity, without which the
real idea of moral good necessarily
vanishes, indeed the entire creation
becomes an inexplicable mystery”.
Such is the perspective which Leo
XIII in his encyclical Rerum
Movarum (n. 18) attributes to the
use of riches. For his part, John Paul
II warns us against the danger of the
employment of a vision which is
too materialistic in character when
we come to consider elderly people:
“indeed, modern cultural schemata
which often unilaterally exalt eco-
nomic productivity, efficiency,
beauty, physical force, and personal
prosperity, can lead people to see
the elderly as being inconvenient,
superfluous, useless and thus to
marginalise them from family and
social life” (“Message for the
World Day of Social Communica-
tions 1982”, 10 May 1982). The

progressive drying up of energies
and the drawing near of death often
merely make the uselessness of life
more evident. “The Church, on the
other hand, instructed by divine
revelation, asserts that man is creat-
ed by God for a destination of hap-
piness beyond the boundaries of
earthly misery” (GS, n. 18).
Through his death Christ conquered
death. “For this reason the faith, of-
fering itself with solid arguments to
all those who wish to reflect, gives
an answer to his anxiety about his
future destiny” (GS, n. 18). Here is
a further proof – and what proof! –
of the fact that every moment, even
that of the passage from this life to
the other, must be considered with
respect and attention, thereby mak-
ing it into an offer to God who is
love. 

May this conference, which is in-
augurating the international year of
the elderly and preparing for the
Great Jubilee to which the elderly in
various ways will bring their hope
and their faith, be the occasion for
an ever greater understanding of the
richness of the social doctrine of the
Church at the service of everyone,
whatever their age! 

His Eminence Cardinal
JAMES FRANCIS STAFFORD

President of the Pontifical Council 
for the Laity, the Holy See
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1. “And his life 
lies in his sight of God”

“The glory of God is living man”.
This statement by St. Irenaeus is
well known.1 To place it at the be-
ginning of this paper,which seeks to
discuss – in twelve minutes one can
only explain the title to a small ex-
tent and certainly not go deeply into
the subject – the change in mentali-
ty (employing the term “culture” in
its strong sense) that the members
of the family (and thus the ecclesial
reality and civil institutions) must
promote in order to confer a suit-
able role on the elderly, amounts to
employing with realism the defini-
tion which Guardini (but also Rahn-
er) applied to old age: “old age is
extended death over many years”.2

At first sight this definition seems
to be in contrast with the praisewor-
thy attempt to provide a positive as-
sessment of the final stage of life –
something to which all social forces
are now dedicating systematic at-
tention because of the increasing
qualitative and quantitative impor-
tance and relevance of the elderly
part of the population, especially in
the north of the planet. That the de-
finition offered by Guardini has a
positive character, however, is
borne out by the second part of the
famous quotation from St. Irenaeus,
a part which is usually left to one
side and not cited. That part reads:
“the glory of God is living man and
his life lies in his sight of God”. 

Here we encounter the essence of
the question. If sight of God is the
true heart of man, death is no longer
a slide into nothingness, and what-
ever its origins really are death
thereby loses the connotation of be-
ing a sentence.3 In the experience of
Jesus Christ who died and rose
again propter nos homines, life it-

self triumphs: “mors ero mors tua”.
And the sight of God is possible
from the present moment in faith,
“per speculum in aenigmate”.4 The
experience of death and of being-
for-death is peculiar to every man,
and although it retains  its corrup-
tion as before it is no longer a
caesura and an unbridgeable gap.
On the contrary, existing in Christ
begins the concrete possibility of
living in God throughout the period
of earthly existence by seeing old
age as a time when the drawing near
of the personal and final encounter
with the Father allows man to en-
gage in the highest positive assess-
ment possible of his personal and
collective resources. In this radical
approach, which was revealed by
Jesus Christ, dying acquires all its
meaning – the return to the house of
the Father: “a house full of open
doors which we are invited to pass
through and enter”5 (heaven). In

this way it is possible to approach
the various stages of the life of the
elderly person – including that
stage where he or she departs this
life, a stage which can be marked
by serious physical disabilities – by
employing the highest criteria.
These are described by Auer in an
important study in the three follow-
ing ways: “exploiting opportunities,
accepting what is required, and en-
joying satisfaction”.6

2. The Family: 
Care and Inheritance

The change in mentality (culture)
which today is asked of the family
in order to provide suitable space to
the elderly person is only apparent-
ly obvious. Indeed, we are not deal-
ing here with having to establish
conventions by which the elderly
person or people and the family
should live together but to read
from a relational point of view what
the situation really is of the elderly
person’s relationship with the fami-
ly, and this also holds true naturally
enough when the elderly person
lives alone. From this line of ap-
proach the family seems to be
something which is more, and very
different, from the sum of individu-
als who live under the same roof.
The family, indeed, cannot be re-
duced to a mere phenomenon of co-
habitation. 

How, then, should we understand
the family as an institution? It is
helpful to approach the family by
accepting the invitation of a socio-
logical perspective which I agree
with and which defines the family
as a primordial sphere of social re-
lations. Its primordial nature arises
from its inevitable presence. Hu-
man history was born with the fam-

ANGELO SCOLA

The Family
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ily and it has been the matrix of
every process of civilisation (which
specifically involves rendering the
non-familial familial) and of hu-
manisation ever since.7 To speak
about social relations means to as-
sert that the family is a context of
meaningful ties which have their
own meaning. What gives meaning
to these ties? What, that is to say,
makes them specific in character
and different from those ties which
belong to other stable social rela-
tionships? 

The answer is straightforward:
the fact that the family is a dynamic
interaction of two kinds of rela-
tions: that between the sexes (the
conjugal relation) and that between
the generations (the parental rela-
tion between the parents and the
children). In this sense the family is
not only the couple, which at a cer-
tain historical moment cohabits, but
is made up of all those people who
are connected to each member of
the couple by a generational tie.
This intergenerational aspect or
feature of the family has been em-
phasised with great force by John
Paul II. In his Letter to Families the
family is seen as a “communion of
generations”,8 whose importance
for the civilisation of love arises
from the “particular nearness and
intensity of the ties which are estab-
lished within it between persons
and generations”.9

Each of these two kinds of rela-
tions which define the essence of
the relational context of the family
has a specific way of expressing the
code of love (of free provision and
giving) which is in turn a constitu-
tive feature of the various forms of
familial interaction. 

A precise form of reciprocity is
characteristic of the conjugal rela-
tion. This is based upon sexual dif-
ference and  indissolubly connects
love and procreation (fertility).
Through this reciprocity within the
marriage the being-for-the-other is
expressed as a proprium of human
freedom. Precisely because it in-
volves these three factors (sexual
difference, love, and procreation),
conjugal reciprocity is charac-
terised by its specific asymmetry.
The reciprocity of the conjugal rela-
tion is not pure complementarity
because the single entity is not the
composition of two halves in an in-
distinct one, but, as the work
Mulieris Dignitatem10 proclaims, is

rather the expression of the unity of
both members which opens up to a
third (the nuptial mystery).11

The relationship between the
generations is characterised, in-
stead, by a transmission which has
in view a transition. Love in the in-
tergenerational relations which are
specific to the family, without de-
parting from sexual difference and
fertility (which obviously have a
significance and role which are dif-
ferent to those which are present in
the conjugal relation), expresses it-
self in pedagogic energy through
which a vision of life is passed (tra-
ditio) from one generation to anoth-
er, ensuring thereby that the par-
entes/figlio relationship has its orig-
inal character.12

This summarising description of
familial relations acts to emphasise
– notwithstanding the fact that we
are face to face with the emergence
on the social scene of “new” forms
of the family in addition to the real-
ity of deep internal transformations
of the traditional forms of the fami-
ly – that the family always finds a
way of responding to “new” social
challenges by renewing itself but at
the same time continues to be a pri-
mordial reality marked by the pres-
ence of these two fundamental rela-
tions (that between the sexes and
that between the generations). In
this sense the family is a founding
basis of society itself.13

In other words, a view of the
family which takes account of its
primordial character and its rela-

tional nature (in which, that is to
say, the relationship between the
sexes and between the generations
is simultaneously taken into consid-
eration) emerges in potential terms
as being able to attribute full impor-
tance and relevance to the elderly
person. In the same way, a society
which respects the essence of the
family in the terms which have just
been outlined is capable of not
abandoning the meaning and the
richness of a family with elderly
people and made up of elderly peo-
ple (even of those who live alone).
Here it is not possible to dwell at
length upon the teaching which the
Church through her Magisterium
and through the witness borne in
the practical expressions of life has
never failed to offer to the whole of
mankind concerning the relation-
ship between elderly people and the
family. It is useful, however, to re-
fer to two examples of this relation-
ship (that is to say between elderly
people and the family) which have
a paradigmatic character when it
comes to the testing of the validity
of the criteria suggested by Auer for
the various age bands and the dif-
ferent life conditions in which el-
derly people live – namely: to ex-
ploit opportunities, accept what is
required, and enjoy satisfaction.
Here we are referring to the chal-
lenges which the family has to meet
when elderly people are seriously
ill or when they experience death. 

How can we achieve a suitable
balance within the family in meet-
ing these two challenges?

Contemporary adult generations
have before them a twofold task
(challenge): on the one hand they
must work for the maintenance of
the family, and from this point of
view the subject of care becomes
crucial; on the other, they must pro-
mote the elements of continuity in
familial relations down the genera-
tions, and here the question of
heredity becomes of central impor-
tance.14

Erikson has acutely observed that
in the family the adult is the person
who is a mediator between the two
other generations – that of the
grandparents and that of the grand-
children. The adult is thus called to
develop the “new virtue of care”
whose aim is the defence of the fa-
milial bond and of the history of
which it is the bearer.15 In family life
the importance of such care is seen
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in a unique way when a birth takes
place: “every birth occurs within a
family order which is both a bound-
ary and a resource, an order which
is not the same for each member
which is added to it”.16 Each birth at
one and the same time has both a
negative and a positive aspect. In-
deed, sexual generation implies
death for the nexus between the in-
dividual and the species. Socrates
observed this fact, as indeed did
St.Augustine who placed in the
mouths of childern who came into
the world the following words
which were addressed to their par-
ents: “Go! It’s time you thought
about going. We now have our part
to play”.17 Care towards the elderly
person finds its realistic criterion in
the vital circle of the unfolding of
the generations which is a process
which itself involves birth and
death. 

On the other hand, death within
the family is not pure fracture or
negativity because it leaves an in-
heritance which asks to be devel-
oped in a vital synthesis. When
death takes place, in fact, a decision
is taken about what should be left to
the wayside and what should be
conserved. This is a task which in
the family falls above all else to the
adult. Care and inheritance in this
way delineate two essential ap-
proaches within that primordial
context of relations – the family.
Without them not only the family
but the individuals who belong to it
are gravely damaged. 

Attachment and care, loyalty and
inheritance: each of these dimen-
sions acquires crucial importance in
the relationship betwen adults and
children and elderly parents. Taking
care of the elderly person enables
the adult child to pay off the various
debts which the members of the
family have contracted in different
ways in their relations with the el-
derly. The Old Testament is full of
valuable ideas and rules on this sub-
ject.18 Employing a valuable phrase,
it has been said that the form which
the bond takes in the relationship
between the child and the parent as
it evolves over time is that of “tak-
ing care of gratitude”. 

The forms (resources) of family
care can have different kinds of
contents according to the needs of
the individuals concerned and the
stage of life of the family, but they
are nonetheless necessarily marked

by a high level of personalisation,
by an overall investment which
goes beyond the time dedicated to
single actions, and by a minimum
level of the organisation of needs. It
may be observed in passing that so-
ciologists inform us that the figure
of the “care-giver” – that is to say of
the individual who primarily shoul-
ders the burden of care, and thereby
plays an important directive role
with regard to the use of other re-
sources – is in Western countries fe-
male. 

It is important to observe that un-
der such conditions the threefold
criteria outlined by Auer are also
operative in the case of elderly peo-
ple who are heavily dependent on
others and are no less relevant when
death looms on the horizon. Indeed,
from the point of view of care and
inheritance the experience which
should be undergone during earthly
life should be placed completely
within the prospect of eternal life
which is no longer understood as
alienation in an untestable future
world but as an experience of life in
God which already changes the pre-
sent. Care and inheritance, seen
from the overall Christian perspec-
tive (which leaves their value com-
pletely integral even for those who
do not believe) are a form of “cen-
tuple down here”, that is to say a re-
al and authentic foretaste – albeit in
the experience of pain which draws
us near to the risen Christ – of eter-
nal life itself: “you have risen again
with Christ”, declared St. Paul, not:
“if you rise again”.19 One thus per-
ceives the truth of the statement
made by St. Irenaeus with which
this paper was introduced. 

3. Criteria for Suitable Policies 
of Support

Here we venture into the field of
social measures and action which
are promoted through suitable poli-
cies. First of all, we must observe
that the relationship between the
family and social policy must be
approached in terms of the principle
of “subsidiarity”.20

The application of social policies
based upon the principle of sub-
sidiarity permits us to overcome the
logic of colonisation and welfarism
which has hitherto characterised the
action of the state and of the market,
and to achieve a partnership be-

tween the various protagonists of
the scene based upon a pluralistic
model which can link up general
perspectives with specific individ-
ual needs. 

The principle of subsidiarity, in
its authentic form, has a twofold
function with regard to the institu-
tions which within the sphere of so-
cial organisation occupy the higher
levels: the obligation to engage in
both action and self-limitation, pro-
tection and promotion, in order to
support the underlying structures as
far as the final point of the individ-
ual citizen without invading their
sphere of action and without taking
away their responsibilities in situa-
tions where they are able to carry
out their tasks with absolute inde-
pendence. Only when these struc-
tures are unable to perform their du-
ties should the higher levels inter-
vene (in line with the principle of
solidarity which is bound up with
that of subsidiarity). But the princi-
ple of subsidiarity means that first
of all there should be an attempt to
strengthen the energies and inde-
pendent capacities of these lower
levels. 

In order for a social policy based
on subsidiarity (and solidarity) to
be established we must place “so-
cial subjectivity” at the centre of the
life of society – that is to say the ca-
pacity of individuals to respond to
their own needs (of an economic,
educational, health care, etc. char-
acter) by associating freely. The
state should be left with the task of
promoting, supporting, placing
within a legislative framework, and
structuring such forms of action so
that each autonomous force (in-
cluding those individuals who are
very weak) is defended and the free
activity of responsible and au-
tonomous agents is guaranteed. 

Linking solidarity with subsidiar-
ity in the development of social
policies means rejecting every form
of welfarism, bringing help, and
promoting the autonomy of individ-
uals and entities, their capacity for
self-government, self-regulation,
and self-development, so as to at-
tain the authentic goal of subsidiar-
ity – that is to say the abolition of a
relationship based upon depen-
dence. 

The relationships of subsidiarity
and solidarity amongst the social
forces also involve a specific organ-
isation of society which is even



123THE CHURCH AND THE ELDERLY. “IN OLD AGE THEY WILL STILL BEAR FRUIT” PSALM 92,15

more effective and incisive and
which is marked by a relational dy-
namic: although modern society is
completely organised along the di-
chotomy of the public and the pri-
vate, the state and the market, pre-
sent-day society should be ap-
proached through the employment
of categories which are relational
and dichotomised and which bring
out and encourage the active pres-
ence of another two spheres of so-
cial autonomy – beyond the state
institutions the organisations of the
third sector and the family with the
informal networks which charac-
terise it. 

The implementation of this poli-
cy towards the families of the elder-
ly and/or with elderly people in-
volves a commitment for the state
institutions which goes from pro-
viding support to families which
are ready to care for an elderly
member to the implementation of
services near to the elderly person
which keep him or her in his or her
relational context. It also means
special attention being paid to a
positive evaluation and use of the
informal networks of care. 

From a Christian point of view
what has been said in this paper en-
ables us to have a positive view of

the immense patrimony of religious
orders, congregations and volun-
tary associations, and to help all
these realities to link charity with
intelligence in an action which ex-
presses profound respect for the
great Christian tradition of sharing
needs. 

His Excellency Mons.
ANGELO SCOLA

Rector of the Pontifical 
Lateran University, Rome
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That the programme for this
thirteenth international conference
lists me as the Archbishop of San
Salvador de Bahia is no mistake. I
was such at the moment of the in-
vitation to take part in this round
table discussion. I was such four
months ago. And it is therefore
with the eyes of a pastor and of a
pastor from Latin America, and
more particularly from Brasil, that
I address myself to this question.

As a pastor and as a Latin
American (but I believe that this
holds for all the regions of the
third world) I am absolutely con-
vinced that with regard to elderly
people it is absolutely necessary
and urgent to achieve a socio-cul-
tural change which also involves
political-cultural and economic-
cultural change. I would even go
so far as to say that such a change
is behindhand in arriving.

Such a change cannot be a mere
abstract matter but must take place
at the practical level of the laws,
institutions, frameworks and struc-
tures which a society should create
and set in motion in order to ensure
that all elderly people can live
with dignity and serenity that sea-
son of their lives which some peo-
ple call “the third age” but which
others describe in a more stimulat-
ing fashion as “life on an upward
gradient”. In saying all elderly
people I want to say all elderly
people whatever their sex, colour,
intellectual level, economic condi-
tion, state of health, etc. What is
required, therefore, is a change
which is very practical and very
structural.

However, I am equally con-
vinced that this change must be
from the outset a change in men-
tality and at an even deeper level a

change in men’s consciences. I
would not hesitate to say – a con-
version. The elderly person must
be seen in new terms. In advanced
countries this new approach must
see the elderly person not from the
point of view of his or her techni-
cal production, which is almost
void, and thus something which
leads to him or her being consid-
ered a burden. In the countries of
material abundance and prosperity
elderly people have fine and com-
fortable structures in which to live,
but what is their use if these elder-
ly people feel abandoned, almost
exiled, as it were, from their chil-
dren and grandchildren? 

In poor countries which are seen
as being young countries the dra-
ma of elderly people lies in the fact
that society is not organised for
them and in their favour but for
and in favour of the young. In a
world largely made up of young
people, built upon young people

and for young people, old people
seem to be disinherited and mar-
ginalised. Towards them a certain
respect can be shown, perhaps af-
fection, and often compassion, but
in reality precious little practical
solidarity. For this reason much
more thought is devoted to institu-
tions and structures for children
and young people than for the el-
derly. A change in spirit is called
for – a conversion – so that young
people and young adults open
themselves to the aspirations, the
wishes and the needs of the elder-
ly. Without this taking place the el-
derly will never find a dignified
form of life.

These observations lead me to
speak in conclusion about the role
of the Church in changes in atti-
tudes and policies towards elderly
people. 

The Church has the task – which
is shared by very few other social
forces – to work to ensure that a
change in mentality, in approach
and in conscience takes place to-
wards elderly people. This change
must be rooted in certain funda-
mental values. The first is the pre-
eminent dignity of the human per-
son. If we see the elderly person as
a human person he or she will nev-
er become a useless person, a par-
asite, a marginalised or excluded
individual. The second value is the
accumulation of experience and
wisdom which we find in elderly
people – something which means
that they are of value for families
and society as a whole. The third
value is that after suffering during
the course of his or her life the el-
derly person has the right to happi-
ness. Through her theology, her
ethics, her spirituality, her pastoral
work and her customs the Church
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can work a deep and long-lasting
change in people’s relationships
with the elderly. The three values
to which I have referred can be cri-
teria for this change. The Church
must with courage take on the re-
sponsibility for this task one of
whose dimensions is that of pro-
moting an active old age. An ini-
tiative such as that of a “Universi-
ty for the Third Age” can do much
in this direction.

In poor countries the Church can
be encouraged to perform a second
task – that of creating and main-
taining initiatives and structures
for elderly people who for the

most part are poor or even very
poor. The state should take respon-
sibility for these people and pro-
vide suitable structures for them
but often this is far from being the
case. For this reason the Church
must play a back-up role – follow-
ing the spirit and the impetus of the
parable of the Good Samaritan, the
Church must look after thousands
and thousand of abandoned elderly
people. Others will think of fairer
laws for the elderly or forms of
medicine which are more suitable
for them. The Church, however,
thinks first and foremost about the
inalienable dignity of each and

every elderly person and acts ac-
cordingly. 

Whether every elderly person
will be able to see fulfilled the
promises, the expectations and the
hopes of the aurora at the end of
his or her existence will depend in
large measure upon the Church
and her teaching, on her pastoral
practice, and on her ability to
speak to people and to mould and
shape their behaviour. 

His Eminence Cardinal 
LUCAS MOREIRA NEVES

Prefect of the Congregation for Bishops,
the Holy See.
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“It is a characteristic of the hu-
man person that he cannot attain a
level of life which is really and ful-
ly human without culture, that is to
say through developing and culti-
vating the goods and values of na-
ture. For this reason, whenever hu-
man life is to be discussed, the more
it is the case that nature and culture
are intimately bound up” (GS, 53). 

This intrinsic nexus between cul-
ture and nature, which is a means or
an instrument by which to attain a
level of life which is really and ful-
ly human, is a principle which well
captures the subject which has been
entrusted to me for the paper to be
given to this international confer-
ence, namely “education, schools
and culture”. 

Indeed, starting with this concept
of culture it is not difficult to under-
stand why the elderly person at one
time had a prominent role in human
social life, both in the fabric of the
family and in that of the civil com-
munity. Furthermore, it is also easy
to demonstrate why education plays
a pedagogic role in the progress and
advance of culture and could be of
great importance in rediscovering
the true place of the elderly person
in contemporary culture. 

The Concept of Culture 
and the Elderly Person

In general, the term “culture”
refers to “all those means by which
man improves and expresses the
many talents of his soul and his
body; strives to make the power of
the cosmos his through knowledge
and work; makes social life in the
family and the whole of civil soci-
ety more human through the
progress of custom and institutions;
and with the passing of time ex-
presses, communicates and con-

serves within his works his major
experiences and spiritual aspira-
tions so that they can secure the
progress of many, and in particular
of mankind” (Ibid.). 

Two elements emerge with great
clarity from this concept of culture
– on the one hand the fact that man
himself is the builder of culture, and
on the other that culture is a dynam-
ic reality which is constantly pro-
moted and renewed. However, and
this is of crucial importance in dis-
cussing the role of the elderly per-
son in the civil and family fabric,
the innovative advance of culture
through the developing and ex-
panding progress of ever more suit-
able means and instruments must
not lead to a loss of forceful adher-
ence towards the patrimony of our
traditions. In this promotion and ex-
pansion of culture the elderly per-
son plays the part of an indispens-
able and irreplaceable bridge. It was
known that this was the role of the
elderly person in the culture of the
people of God. Because of his expe-
rience the elderly person was the
wise man to whom Jehovah entrust-
ed the guidance of his people (cf
Numbers 11:16-17; 24-25). But
times have changed and culture,
too, bears clear witness to the con-
sequences. 

Contemporary Culture 
and the Elderly Person

There was a time when there was
an increasing move aware from a
culture of being towards a culture
of having. This shift was the out-
come of an Enlightenment-style
idea of a “straightforward process,
as it were automatic and in itself
limitless, as though, given certain
conditions, the human race were
able to progress rapidly towards an

undefined perfection of some kind”
(John Paul II, Sollicitudo Rei So-
cialis, n. 27, henceforth in this pa-
per this work will be referred to as
SRS). However, and in this paper
this observation is of cardinal im-
portance, this concept has now en-
tered into a state of crisis: “In fact
there is a better understanding to-
day that the mere accumulation of
goods and services, even for the
benefit of the majority, is not
enough for the realization of hu-
man happiness... On the contrary,
the experience of recent years
shows that unless all the consider-
able body of resources and poten-
tial at man’s disposal is guided by a
moral understanding and by an ori-
entation towards the true good of
the human race, it easily turns
against man to oppress him” (SRS,
n. 28). 

Thus a civilisation based on con-
sumption, if not actually on con-
sumerism, is contrary to the real
common good and the real and full
happiness of man. Pope Mantini
pointed out the difference between
“having” and “being” in unequivo-
cable terms: “Having objects and
goods does not in itself improve the
human person if it does not con-
tribute to a maturing and an enrich-
ment of his being, that is to say to
the realisation of the human voca-
tion as such (Populorum Progres-
sio, n. 19). Indeed, the culture of
having, and this is especially true
after our disordered industrial and
urban development, has led and
continues to lead elderly people to
unacceptable forms of marginalisa-
tion which are the source of a time
of acute suffering for such people
and of spiritual impoverishment for
so many families. (Cf John Paul II,
Familiaris Consortio, n. 27). But
how do schools enter into the pic-
ture? 

JOSÉ SARAIVA MARTINS

Education, Schools and Culture:
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A School of the Elderly Person 
and for the Elderly Person

Schools enter the picture, and
with great force! “In the most ad-
vanced cultures education is not
confined merely to the process of
the transmission of acquired values
(endoinculturalisation) but also has
a renewing function within the cul-
ture. Such a renewal must take place
effectively at the centre of the ethi-
cal-religious values which animate
the overall cultural process” (from
the consultation document of
Puebla, n. 1044). The Congregation
for Catholic Education therefore be-
lieves that schools are a “privileged
instrument for the complete educa-
tion of man because they are a cen-
tre where a specific idea of the
world, man and history is expressed
and transmitted (CEC, La Scuola
Cattolica, 1977, n. 8). 

“The Church is fully convinced
that Catholic schools by offering
their education project to the men of
our time performs an ecclesial task
which cannot be substituted and
which is urgent” (Ibidem, n. 15).

Indeed, given that man must pass
from a culture of “having” to a cul-
ture of “being”, schools increasingly
have the task of teaching him this
axiological transition.

It is very significant that Jacques
Delors entitled the last report of
UNESCO “l’éducation. Il y a trésor

dedans”. We must learn to be.
Equally, in 1972 Edgar Faure enti-
tled the UNESCO report on educa-
tional strategies: “Apprendre à etre”
(cf ‘Generazioni. Cultura. Socializ-
zazione. Servizi’, Quaderno del-
l’UINISPED, 1998, p. 21). Schools
must teach a culture of the right of
man to a complete development of
all men and every man, to health, to
respect for the environment, and
above all to respect for the elderly
person. In addition, schools must re-
evaluate the presence of the elderly
person within the fabric of the fami-
ly, in the civil community, and in the
ecclesial community. 

In particular, schools must teach
students to see the elderly person
not for what he or she no longer has
(youth, physical strength) but for
what he or she presently has (wis-
dom, balance, experience, under-
standing of the essential aspects of
things...). They must teach to the
men of tomorrow that in a well or-
ganised society each citizen must
find space to express himself or her-
self, whether he or she is young,
adult or old. Society needs everyone
regardless of their age. They must
create a serene and trusting dialogue
between the generations which is
not marked by prejudice. This dia-
logue “must lead the community to
a new synthesis and a wish to move
towards authentic progress on a hu-
man scale” (Teresa Venturoli,

‘Anziano’ in Dizionario di Spiritu-
alità d’Uomo, Vol. I, O.R., Milan,
1981, p. 31). 

The time has come to conclude
this paper. The subject of the school
and the elderly person approached
from the point of view of the Church
leads us first of all and above all else
to the fourth commandment. This
commandment is one of the bases of
the social doctrine of the Church
and thus of the evangelisation of so-
ciety and culture. 

The fourth commandment is ad-
dressed explicitly to children and
concerns their relationship with
their father and mother, given that it
is this relationship which is the most
universal. 

It involves parameters for the re-
lationships of kinship with the mem-
bers of the family group – it calls for
honour, affection and gratitude to be
shown towards grandparents and
ancestors, in a word to the elderly, to
the person who is a bridge between
loyalty to the cultural past and the
duty to engage in a renewal of the
present and to advance the future
progress of culture – the highest
means there  is for the complete pro-
motion of men throughout the ages. 

His Excellency Mons. 
JOSÉ SARAIVA MARTINS,

Prefect of the Congregation 
for the Causes of the Saints,

the Holy See
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1. The Reality of Health Care 
Assistance for the Elderly 
Today

The reality of health care assis-
tance for the elderly is today marked
by a notable discrepancy between
the scale of the problems and the so-
lutions which are offered. The needs
which old age generates are complex
in character and large in number but
the services which are offered are
scarce and involve very little layer-
ing. This in part is the result of the
enormous cultural difference which
has been created between the emerg-
ing health care problems connected
with the elderly person (marked by
the difficulties of chronic states) and
the practice of a form of medicine
which is still linked in anachronistic
fashion to the model of the patient
admitted to hospitals for the serious-
ly ill. This cultural approach is also
reflected in the character of the ser-
vices which are offered. Assistance
for the elderly person often amounts
to something which is rigid in char-
acter and marked by an evident lack
of alternatives, in addition to a lack
of unity between social services and
health care services. It often happens
that when a person is discharged
from hospital for the seriously ill no
other solutions are proposed than
that of offloading the problem onto
the family or of merely providing the
elderly person with some kind of res-
idential structure. 

However this approach, in addi-
tion to being obsolete in a cultural
sense, is increasingly difficult to put
into effective practice. The tradition-
al family has undergone profound
changes which often do not allow it
to make up for failings in terms of
assistance as it was able to do in the
past. Today’s family, at least in in-
dustrialised countries, has under-
gone profound changes with regard

to its composition and is often made
up only of the marriage partners or
of the marriage partners and a single
child. This is well brought out by the
statistics on the number of the com-
ponents of each family revealed by a
census carried out in Udine in 1991 –
60% of family groups were made up
of only one or two people (see table
1). Even when the elderly person
lives within the family of his or her
children, the nature of contemporary
– work which requires the involve-
ment of both marriage partners –
makes caring for the non-self-reliant
elderly person impossible in practi-
cal terms. 

To such changes has been added
the change in roles within the family:
the change in the role of the woman
and the change in the role of the el-
derly person as well. The changes in
the structure of the traditional family
have undermined the status of the el-
derly person, depriving him or her of
power and influence and relegating
him or her to dependence on his or
her children, or institutions, or the
state. The social evolution which has
taken place has reduced the impor-
tance and prestige of elderly people
and has forced them retire from work
at an increasingly early age and to

live on a pension which is often
handed over as though it were alms. 

The composition of the family
unit brings us to another observation.
It is estimated that in Europe about a
third of elderly people, in particular
women, live alone. Loneliness is not
without its consequences for health
and leads to reduced levels of hy-
giene, less personal care, inappropri-
ate nutrition, and to depression and a
lack of stimuli caused by the absence
of interpersonal relationships. In this
sense loneliness is an important fac-
tor in bringing about mental deterio-
ration. 

Hospitals for the seriously ill,
which at one time performed tasks
which did not really belong to them,
are now acting to rid themselves of
people who suffer from pathologies
which are not acute, and this often
before a suitable network of health
care support has been organised in
the country. The impulse towards a
reduction in health care expenditure
proposed both by the management of
hospitals acting according to private
enterprise citeria, and by private in-
surance comapnies, is one factor be-
hind this development. 

Residential institutions – the third
corner of the triangle – can be cate-
gorised into nursing homes and
health care residences. The second
are still rather few in number and of-
fer a service which is limited in dura-
tion; admission to the first is still
very difficult. This is because of the
costs involved, the length of the
waiting lists, and because of the bar-
riers raised to patients who are not
self-reliant. Such patients require a
constant form of care and assistance
which such structures are not able to
offer. Often what is offered is hotel
accommodation and health care ac-
tivity directed exclusively to the con-
trol of forms of behaviour which
could produce severe difficulties for
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Table 1 - UDINE 
(1991 Census): Composition
of Resident Families

Number of Members %

1 30.9 %
2 28.1 %
3 22.1 %
4 15.1 % 
5 3.0 %
6 0.6 %
7 0.2 %

Average number
of members 2.3
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the organisation of such structures (a
custody-style conception of the way
things should be). 

The crisis of the family and the
lack of alternative models of care is
borne out by recent data produced by
the CNR (1996), according to which
only 40% of institutionalised elderly
people are totally self-reliant. This
phenomenon is obviously the result
of a lack of suitable services provid-
ed at home or at a local level. 

All this takes place in a general
context of health care where increas-
es in the proportion of gross domes-
tic product allocated to health care
are not envisaged, even though the
tendency is for health care expendi-
ture to increase in the future because
of the ageing of the population, the
appearance of new pathologies, the
request for new forms of technology,
and the increase in demand in quan-
titative and qualitative terms ad-
vanced by users. 

Because of all these factors there
is now a real risk that there will be a
regression in the levels of care and
assistance which are offered. Today,
health care and welfare services suf-
fer from the lack of a widespread and
effective organisational model
which takes the multiplicity of the
needs of elderly people into account.
Even more serious, however, is the
risk we now run that the chronically
ill will be without health care points
of reference; and there is even talk
today of actually limiting the access
of elderly people to health care ser-
vices. 

We urgently need to engage in a
redefinition of the role of hospitals
and to search for alternative solu-
tions which could reduce or substi-
tute classic forms of hospitalisation
by focusing attention on local
ground-level, residential or semi-
residential  assistance, and by utilis-
ing a network of solidarity to create
more effective and flexible – and at
the same time more human – ser-
vices. 

2. Why Elderly People 
Make Sociocultural Change 
in Health Care Necessary

a)Their numbers are increasing 
in absolute and relative terms. 
When we survey the scenario of

the problems connected with provid-
ing assistance to the chronically ill,
the change in the epidemiological
state of affairs is of decisive impor-
tance. The demographic phenome-

non of greatest importance in recent
years has been the progressive, rapid
and massive ageing of the popula-
tion. The demographic structure of
the various countries of the world is
characterised by low birth rates and
low death rates. The low birth rate is
borne out by the decrease in levels of
fertility – in Italy there is the lowest
level of fertility in the whole of the
European Community, namely 1.2
children for every woman. The re-
duced death rate, on the other hand,
has led to an increase in those be-
longing to the oldest age band. In
Italy, for example, there are 5,000
people over hundred, although in
Japan there are already 7,000. 

At a more general level the popu-
lation which is over sixty – which at
a world level in 1980 amounted to
376 million people – will reach 590
million in the year 2000 and 976 mil-
lion in 2020 according to estimates
formulated by the World Health Or-
ganisation. According to a study car-
ried out by the CNR (the Italian Na-
tional Council of Research), there
has been a progressive decrease in
the number of people belonging to
the under 19 age band. It is estimated
that in 2025 they will be 23.4% of
the population compared to the fig-
ure of 34.6% for 1970. According to
the same study there has also been a
progressive increase in the number
of people belonging to the over 60

age band, with a figure of 24.7% for
2025 as opposed to only 14.5% for
1970. The data on those over eighty
in the Italian population alone are
even more alarming. In 1995 the
over sixties had overtaken the under
nineteens, and by 2025 it is thought
that they will be nearly double (see
table 2). With percentages which are
lower for the age band of the elderly
compared to industrialised countries
because of higher death rates, the
same trend (with absolute numbers
which are very striking) can be seen
in such countries and China and In-
dia. 

The relationship between young
and old people (the “old age index”)
will be increasingly out of balance in
Italy in future years and will involve
an increase in the number of elderly
people who will have to be support-
ed by the working population (those
between the ages of 20 and 64) (the
“dependency index”). It is estimated
that in 2024 the old age index in
Italy will reach 231% and that the
dependency index will be 44%.
However, very alarming situations
are already evident today. In the re-
gion where I live, in Friuli Venezia
Giulia, in 1996 the old age index had
already reached 214.4% and the de-
pendency index had already over-
taken the level envisaged for Italy in
2024, being located at 46.6% (see
table 3). 

Table 2 - Total, Young, Elderly and Very Old Populations of
Industrialised Countries and Italy

Population % % %
(in millions) 0-19 Years 60+ Years 80+ Years

Indust. Indust. Indust. Indust.
Countries Italia Countries Italia Countries Italia Countries Italia

1970 1002.6 53.8 34.6 31.7 14.5 16.1 1.6 1.8
1995 1166.6 57.2 26.5 21.5 18.3 21.8 3.0 3.6
2025 1232.0 53.6 23.4 16.8 24.7 30.3 4.3 6.7

Table 3 - Deomographic Indices in Italy and Friuli Venezia Giulia

ITALY

Year Old Age Index* Dependency Index°

1999 120 % 28 %
2004 132 % 31 %
2024 231 % 44 %

FRIULI VENEZIA GIULIA

1996 214 % 46 %

* The old age index is obtained by relating the part of the population which is equal or over
65 with that which is equal to or less than 14. 

§ The dependency index is obtained by relating those in the population equal to or over 65
and those less than or equal to 14 with those between 15 and 65.
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estimated that in 2020 average life
expectancy will be 85 for women
and 78 for men (see table 4). 

In Friuli Venezia Giulia the elder-
ly make up 21% of the population.
In the Comune of Udine 21,000 peo-
ple are over 65 in a population of
95,000 souls. 

These changes in the composition
of the general population have been
accompanied by a change in the epi-
demiology of certain important
pathologies which afflict elderly
people. This is true of tumours, of
illnesses of the osteo-articular appa-
ratus, cardiovascular diseases, and
so forth. Dementia may serve as a
good example. 

The data on the prevalence of de-
mentia gathered by a study on
twelve  European regions show that
the incidence of the illness is low in
people under 64 but that it increases
progressively with the advance of
old age and afflicts a third of people
over the age of ninety (see table 5).
With regard to Alzheimer’s disease
in particular, it has been observed
that the percentage increase in the
prevalence of the illness is connect-
ed to a percentage increase in the
most elderly age bands. 

These data taken as a whole pro-
vide a worrying scenario, especially
when we come to consider the speed

In Italy from 1900 to 1995 life ex-
pectancy for women rose from 43 to
81 and for men from 42 to 75. It is

of this change – something which
has closed off opportunities for
adaptation over a long period. How-
ever, all this is also the outcome of
an overall advance in conditions of
life (including health care services).
The epidemilogical studies which
are available to us are important be-
cause they offer us the instruments
by which to predict and plan for the
future so that we can find possible
answers to the demographic prob-
lems which beset us. The health care
systems will be one of the special
sectors of this planning for the fu-
ture. 

b)More than one Pathology, 
and often of a Chronic Character,
Afflict Elderly People.
The ageing of the population, the

extension of average life expectancy
and the prominence of the female
component will all lead increasingly
in the future to a prevalence of
pathologies which are typical of old
age and above all of those illnesses
which are more common in women. 

The longitudinal study carried out
by the CNR for its “Project on Age-
ing”, which utilised a sample of over
5,000 people over the age of sixty,
provides information on the preva-
lence of the most often registered
chronic pathologies (see table 6).
Further data produced by the CNR
demonstrate that the elderly person,
with the advance of age, tends to be
afflicted by more than one patholo-
gy. This is especially true of the fe-
male part of the population.
Amongst women of the age band 80-
84 the percentage of individuals
with two or more pathologies is
about four times higher than that in
the female age band of 65-69 (see
table 7). 

c) The Elderly Person 
is a Very Major Consumer 
of Drugs and Medicines.
A third of pharmaceutical expen-

diture is directed to one seventh of
the population (the elderly). Despite
this fact, many clinical trials do not
take the elderly into account and this
takes place notwithstanding the clin-
ical and physiopathological pecu-
liarities of the elderly person. 

The impetus towards control of
pharmaceutical expenditure may on
the one hand certainly reduce the
risk of a relationship between the
medical doctor and the patient which
is based on pharmaco-therapeutic
prescription alone, but on the other it
also runs the risk – where there are

Table 4 - Life Expectancy in Italy

YEARS Average Life Span

MALES FEMALES

1900 42 43
1995 75 81
2020 78 85

Table 5 - Prevalence of Dementia
in Twelve Regions of Europe 

Age Band Prevalence

60-64 1.0 %
65-69 1.4 %
70-74 4.1 %
75-79 5.7 %
80-84 13.0 %
85-89 21.6 %
90-94 32.2 %

Source: Eurodem Prevalence 
Research Group, 1991

Table 6 - Estimates of the 
Prevalence of Chronic Pathologies
(sample composed of 5,000 
individuals over the age of 65).

Pathology Prevalence

Osteoarthrosis 60%
Chronic Broncopneumopathy 21%
Arrhythmic Cardiopathy 25%
Ischemic Cardiopathy 12%
Diabetes 13%
Cerebral Ictus 7%
Dementia 6%

Source: CNR “Progetto Finalizzato 
Invecchiamento” (Project on Ageing) 1996

Table 7 - Number of Pathologies in the Over 65 Part of the Population:
Distribution by Sex and Age Band

Age N. of Pathologies Men Women

0 20.6 20.4
65-69 1-2 63.3 69.7

>2 16.1 9.9

0 13.8 13.5
70-74 1-2 64.4 68.9

>2 21.8 17.6

0 9.5 9.9
75-79 1-2 57.2 64.7

>2 33.2 25.4

0 12.9 5.9
80-84 1-2 55.6 55.9

>2 31.5 38.2

Source: Ilsa-Cnr Study, 1997
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no clear clinical guidelines – of hit-
ting the major consumers of medi-
cines and drugs (the chronically
sick) who thereby become victims of
this policy in favour of cutting costs. 

d)The Elderly Sick Person 
is often not Self-Reliant
In the elderly person the concomi-

tance of a number of chronic illness-
es is compounded by a frequent de-
crease in levels of self-reliance and
by a limited capacity to adapt to sur-
rounding circumstances and new
conditions.

The disabled elderly constitute
about 30% of the elderly population
(according to the CNR study) and
women in general suffer from a
higher level of disability (greater life
expectancy but greater disability
levels) in old age, and it has been re-
vealed that from the 65-69 to the 80-
84 age bands the percentage of indi-
viduals who have lost two or more
daily life activities increases six to
seven times (see table 8). The lack of
a functional resource easily leads to
the loss of self-reliance, at times
even caused by the appearance of
banal complications. 

e) The Elderly Person Generates 
Problems of a Socio-Assistance 
Character
It has already been observed in

this paper that families experience
many difficulties in looking after an
elderly member, especially if that
person is not self-reliant, and it has
also been pointed out that the public
funds allocated to socio-health care
support for elderly people are insuf-
ficient. It should also be added that
the personal financial resources of
the elderly person come to be re-

duced because of retirement and the
receipt of a pension and because of
increased needs in terms of medical
and welfare support. We should
therefore become more aware of the
fact that the health care problems of
the elderly person are more often
than not social-health care problems.
In addition to medical treatment, the
elderly person living on his or her
own often needs help at home (shop-
ping, house cleaning, the preparation
of meals), and the elderly person
who is not self-reliant needs help in
looking after his or her own physical
and personal  needs and to be able to
communicate with the outside
world. 

3. Prospects for Change

General Criteria for the 
Reorganisation of Health Services

To move out of the contradiction
between the needs for an increase in
health care expenditure on the one
hand, and the economic pressure to
reduce such expenditure on the other
– because it is no longer possible to
think that we can give everything to
everybody and it would be immoral
to reduce health care to the logic of
the market alone – we should favour
certain hypotheses involving change
which promote (in the spirit of social
solidarity) a basic choice in favour
of fragility (catastrophic patholo-
gies, physical and mental handicap,
chronic illnesses, and terminal ill-
nesses). In this basic choice concern
for the problems experienced by el-
derly people is certainly one of the
priorities. 

Certain observations of a general
character may be made with regard

to such a choice.The increase in the
incidence of chronic illnesses should
lead to greater attention being paid
to long-lasting measures even when
this involves a neglect of the provi-
sion of more expensive services for
acute individual cases. 

The elderly person is often not
self-reliant and thus health care mea-
sures should be linked to social poli-
cy so as to place emphasis more up-
on socio-health care interaction than
upon hyperspecialisations. By way
of example we should stress the im-
portance of measures designed to
achieve rehabilitation and conserve
productive social relations. 

Rather than thinking, for reasons
of cost, of limiting the access of the
elderly person to health care ser-
vices, we need to think about health
services which offer an open door
even for those elderly people who
are suffering from chronic illnesses.
In doing this, debilitating waiting
lists can be avoided, the services
which are provided can be assessed
objectively in terms of their actual
results, the health care structures and
methods can be rationalised, scien-
tific research into the physiopatholo-
gy and the illnesses of the elderly
can be helped, and all this in the be-
lief that the new model of assistance
can also be a source of economic
saving.

At a more detailed level the fol-
lowing observations may be made:

a) Prevention is Better than Cure
Much could be done in the area of

prevention. We know a great deal,
for example, about the role of diet in
the prevention of tumours, hyperten-
sion, heart and cerebrovascular ill-
nesses, diabetes, the role of physical
exercise, of vaccinations (for exam-
ple against influenza), of substitute
hormone therapy (for example estro-
genic therapy for osteoporosis and
possibly in the future for dementia
and cardiopathies). Campaigns of
prevention have also proved to be
very effective in their utilisation of
the procedure of mass screening (for
example the Martignacco project in
cardioloogy). The importance of en-
vironmental prevention should also
not be underestimated when ap-
proaching this whole area. 

b)The Promotion of the Integration 
and the Social Utility 
of the Elderly Person
Elderly people can offer society

experience, knowledge, and a capac-
ity for tolerance and for putting up

Table 8 - Loss of Autonomy in Daily Life (ADL): 
Percentage Distribution by Sex and Age Band

Age ADL Difficulty Men Women

65-69 0 87.0 88.1
1 9.6 7.6

>2 3.4 4.3

70-74 0 84.4 79.4
1 9.5 12.5

>2 6.1 8.1

75-79 0 68.9 70.2
1 16.5 13.8

>2 14.7 16.0

80-84 0 56.2 54.2
1 19.8 19.4

>2 24.0 26.3

Source: Ilsa-Cnr Study, 1997
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with things in a constuctive spirit.
They can be useful to society by tak-
ing part as voluntary workers in such
areas as the health care field or by
working for small-scale productive
units. 

c) Support for the Family Context 
as a Normal Place 
for Helping Elderly People
This includes the possibility of ac-

cess to integrated home assistance
and the possiblity of an economic
subvention or tax concessions in re-
turn for the work which the family
does in the place of public support.
There should also be an effective
substitute for the family environ-
ment when this does not exist or
when it has been broken up or when
it is unable to function effectively
(this is especially necessary in the
case of elderly people who are not
self-reliant).

d)The Promotion of Change 
at the Level of the Health Care 
Professions
We need to change the models of

teaching in the faculties of medicine
and in the nursing schools, and this
is especially true in the teaching of
geriatrics.

First and foremost,initiatives in
favour of permanent training should
be encouraged which achieve a shift
in the medical approach from diag-
nostic-therapeutic methods to care
for people who need constant assis-
tance even if they are not always ill
or if they are afflicted by chronic de-
generative illnesses which are com-
patible with an acceptable quality of
life. Medical action must be directed
towards both the symptoms of the
pathology which is present and the
prevention of disability and chronic
conditions, in addition to measures
which favour the process of rehabil-
itation.

e) The Reduction of 
Hospital-Centredness in Favour 
of Local Ground-Level 
Health Services
It has already been observed that

hospitals for acute cases do not pro-
vide a flexible answer to the com-
plexity of the health needs of the el-
derly patient. They also involve very
high management and running costs,
and this at a time when there is pres-
sure to reduce health care expendi-
ture. This policy should therefore be
limited only to those cases where
there is most need.

Hospitalisation itself can cause

illness in the elderly patient. We
need only refer to the problems of
spatial and temporal disorientation
which can arise when an elderly pa-
tient is admitted to hospital, the ini-
tial intellectual deterioration which
is experienced, and the risk of infec-
tion caused by especially resistant
microbes run by the elderly patient
who has been admitted for other
reasons. 

The new approach to caring for
the elderly patient which is now be-
ginning to emerge should provide a
network of services made up of: 

– Health care residences and reha-
bilitation structures (for patients dis-
charged from hospital for acute cas-
es who are not yet able to return
home). 

– Hospitalisation at home (for
chronic cases who need medical and
nursing care). 

– Day hospital and day surgery
and access to hospitals for acute cas-
es whenever the need should present
itself. 

– Integrated home assistance (in-
cluding home help, nursing services,
chinesistherapy, specialist consulta-
tion at home, etc.). By providing
treatment and care at home it will be
possible to achieve a reduction in
costs through the prevention of ill-
nesses before their outbreak or de-
velopment.  It will also be possible
to avoid the social uprooting of the
patient which makes his or her inte-
gration into his or her previous life
environment always difficult.
Home-based assistance always
makes recourse to the services pro-
vided by voluntary workers much
easier. 

– Facility of access to mobile clin-
ics. This will overcome the risks in-
volved in long waiting lists and
eliminate the need for repeated jour-
neys to make appointments. 

– Specialised hospital centres
(Alzheimer centres for example). 

– Protected family houses and res-
idences (for individuals who are rel-
atively self-reliant but who do not
have sufficient home support). 

– Day centres to promote sociali-
sation and to guarantee, where nec-
essary, a balanced diet. 

– Teleassistance and telemedi-
cine. 

In order to link social measures
with health care it is necessary to
strengthen the role of non-profit-
making organisations and organisa-
tion which promote voluntary work.
These are organisations which are
relatively independent from the po-

litical world but also from the eco-
nomic world and can thus help to
make sure that social policies are
marked by solidarity and do not be-
come a matter of mere welfare sup-
port and are not animated by mere
market considerations. 

f) The Promotion of the 
Participatory Role of Patients,
of their Family Relatives 
and of Associations
Citizens should be educated to

take advantage of the services which
are offered in a responsible way –
only an organisation of health care
which is able to provide services
which are of a good level will be
able to ask for responsible self-con-
trol with regard to their utilisation.
However, unfortunately we are all
too often used to poor services
which are also often used for mar-
ginal or even non-existent needs. 

The new network of assistance
should take into account the judge-
ment of users more than has been the
case in the past. This should be seen
as a priority goal if we want to really
improve the service that is offered.

g)Sound Choices 
in the Allocation of Resources
Health care measures and policies

should be planned in a way which
involves a rigorous analysis of cost-
benefit relationships. The descrip-
tion of the instruments to carry out
this analysis depends upon the aims
of the policy involved. For example,
we need only cite here the criterion
of avoidable death which assesses
expenditure in terms of capacity to
reduce the number of deaths which
are to be expected in any given hy-
pothetical situation. 

Such an approach could lead us to
abandon certain forms of technolog-
ical advance in exchange for an im-
provement in community services or
measures of a preventive character.

4. Conclusion

The elderly person is a full mem-
ber of the community which, indeed,
he or she can help. Old age can be a
fruitful and happy stage of life. This
is perhaps not the age of hope but it
is certainly the age of memories, and
often memories are only beautiful
because evil is cancelled out over
time. This will be possible if the
health care staff and personnel are
prepared and willing to commit
themselves to the fight against social
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deterioration and the loss of health
by taking care of disabled or termi-
nal patients and helping elderly peo-
ple to live with the goal of helping
them to find dignity and peace in the
final stage of their lives. 
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1. Introduction

The questions and issues which
do not receive sufficient attention
from society are often seen as
“bombs with delaying fuses”. The
problem of elderly people belongs
to this category. If sufficient steps
are not taken all societies will run
the risk of becoming subject to ma-
jor imbalances. This is because
there is a danger that solidarity will
be undermined in two ways be-
cause of the increase in the number
of elderly people: on the one hand
the younger generations engaged
in work will not be able to, or will
not want to, support the financial
burden of providing for pensions
for the elderly; on the other hand
the “human resources” which el-
derly people constitute within soci-
ety – whether one is dealing with
their human or technical experi-
ence – will not be utilised and put
to work for the benefit of every-
body. This waste could give rise to
marked resentment within society
on the part of those who become its
victims. 

This is the problem to which I
will address myself in this paper
and which can be introduced by
posing two questions. Firstly, how
should we react to an economic
logic which leads to an assault on
the natural ties which have always
existed betwen the generations and
which have been a source of stabil-
ity for society? And secondly, how
can we strengthen this natural soli-
darity by ensuring that elderly peo-
ple are no longer a heavy burden
within society but a resource which
works in favour of its human
growth and development? 

Demographic change within the
populations of both industrialised

nations and developing countries is
at the base of these breaks in soli-
darity between the generations.
These are breaks which take place
in quantitative, qualitative and fi-
nancial terms. 

a. The Qualitative Imbalance
In 1982 the United Nations or-

ganised a special conference on  el-
derly people. It was held in Vienna.
The statistics which were provided
on that occasion involved a study
of age bands over the period 1950-
2025, a time span covering about
three generations.1 The results of
this study were that during this
time span those over seventy years
of age within the world population
would increase fivefold in number
and those over eighty sevenfold.
This means that whereas in 1950
one person in every twelve was
over sixty, in the year 2025 this re-
lationship would be one person in
every seven. Similarly, whereas in
1950 214 million people were over
sixty, seventy-five years later that
figure would have risen to 1,121
million, of whom 72% (rather than
56% as in 1950) would live in the
so-called developing countries. It
seems that some of these countries
are particularly affected by this
phenomenon in that it is estimated
that people over seventy years of
age in Brasil, Bangladesh, Nigeria
and Mexico will not stop increas-
ing in proportionate and absolute
numbers. Indeed, taking the year
2000 as a starting point it is esti-
mated that their number will have
increased fifteen times by the year
2025. 

This demographic imbalance is
essentially caused by the improve-
ment in conditions of life in mat-
ters relating to diet, environment,

and above all else health. The poli-
cy pursued by the World Health
Organisation and implemented by
governments,which involved pro-
viding primary forms of health
care to all strata of the population,
has largely contributed to the re-
duction in death rates in all age
bands and thus to a population in-
crease. Certain changes in the be-
haviour of couples can certainly be
predicted but it remains the case
that the evidence points to the fact
that the category made up of elder-
ly people is destined to increase in
size. 

At the same time the present-day
trend is to reduce the age of retire-
ment, and this at a time when med-
ical advance is prolonging life ex-
pectancy. It is estimated that
whereas in 1950 a hundred occupa-
tionally active individuals support-
ed nineteen elderly people, in 2025
the number of elderly people to be
supported by the same number of
working citizens will be forty. It is
also estimated that 23% of men
and 6% of women will have a pen-
sion.  In some countries the imbal-
ance which is caused by the in-
crease in life expectancy is aggra-
vated by a reduction in birth rates.
This is a development which has a
profound effect on the upper scales
of the age bands. Many Western
countries no longer have a birth
rate which provides for the mainte-
nance of their population, and this
despite the immigration of families
which have conserved the practice
of high birth rates. A recent study
carried out by the Italian Institute
of Statistics (ISTAT) demonstrates
that for the fourth consecutive year
(1997) the natural balance of the
population has been negative (-0.4
per thousand) and that the low
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growth of the total population of
the country is in fact due to emigra-
tion (127.008).2 Other countries,
such as China, have even adopted
the so-called policy of the single
child, and this policy, which has
been closely followed in the cities,3

will not fail to increase these de-
mographic imbalances in the fu-
ture. 

b. The Qualitative Imbalance
The phrase “qualitative imbal-

ance” refers to the change in men-
tality towards elderly people which
has accompanied the overturning
of the age pyramid. The change in
the structure of populations in
terms of age bands and the adop-
tion of new lifestyles have a
marked impact on the timeless
model of solidarity between the
generations:  

– the new material conditions of
existence weaken the traditional
ties of solidarity. In traditional
economies the children of the fam-
ily, who are often very numerous,
provide for the needs of their elder-
ly parents. This form of mutual as-
sistance is practised with increas-
ing difficulty by families who have
entered the modern world. Indeed,
the reduction in the number of chil-
dren per family increases the bur-
den which the parents represent.
Urban living conditions rarely al-
low an elderly relative to be looked
after at home. The fact that both the
man and the woman work outside
the home means that they cannot
look after their elderly parents. The
material and financial cost which
the presence of elderly parents may
represnt is not the only explanation
behind the reluctance of children to
look after their elderly parents. The
psychology of the couple has also
changed and children wish to have
an independence which at one time
did not exist. 

– The disappearance of tradi-
tional ties of solidarity gives space
to individual aspirations to com-
plete independence. The lifestyle
which has emerged tends to close
families up within themselves and
it is no accident in this sense that
reference is made to the “nuclear
family”. This entity, reduced to the
two parents and the adolescents, no
longer offers space to the elderly.
In most instances the financial
means and the housing space avail-

able, not to speak to the character
of the modern mentality, do not al-
low of such a provision.  

c. The Financial Imbalance
Although the situation of elderly

people is different from country to
country it can nonethless be ob-
served that public institutions at-
tempt everywhere to make up for
the failings in traditional solidarity.
They are aware of the fact that el-
derly people – like the young or
any other disadvantaged category
– run the risk of being deprived of
what they need to meet their mini-
mum requirements and/or the pos-
sibility of achieving their “material
progress and spiritual develop-
ment”, and society acts to make up
for the lack of solidarity caused by
a weakening of the social fabric.
Such action takes place in un-
favourable circumstances and the
category of “elderly people” is ex-
panding so much that the budgets
of governments must shoulder new
burdens which the traditional sys-
tems of welfare and social insur-
ance are not suited. 

2. The Financial Needs 
of a Solidarity-Inspired Policy 
in Favour of the Elderly

The constant increase in the
number of elderly people involves
a major problem of financial stabil-
ity for governments. The solution
is to be found first and foremost in
a balance between two factors.
One is of a cultural character and
concerns the traditional policy of
countries in matters relating to
government intervention in the so-
cial field; the other is economic in
character and involves identifying
the financial instruments which
will enable this solidarity to be ex-
pressed  at a practical level. The so-
lutions which have been advanced
oscillate between two approaches.
The first, which we might term
“liberal”, relies upon the private
provisions of workers which are
made during their working lives.
The other, which is interventionist
in character, involves governments
ensuring a minimum of material
wellbeing for everybody.

The implementation of an active
policy in favour of elderly people
is, therefore, heavily conditioned

by economic requirements. In
terms of real income only that
which is available can be distrib-
uted and the policy has to be
moulded so as to give priority aid
to those categories of elderly peo-
ple who are most disadvantaged. 

The responsibilities of society.
The state cannot be indifferent to
the situation of pensioners whose
income is a deferred salary even
though certain subventions are
added, such as that for infirmity,
war pensions and so forth. In reali-
ty, the salary is the principal source
of income in modern societies; it is
the price for work. Society, there-
fore, should be organised in such a
way that the person who no longer
engages in remunerative activity
continues to receive income as
payment for his previous activity.
Public order depends upon such a
policy because acute poverty is it-
self a source of disorder. This sim-
ple approach has been overturned
(literally turned upside down) by
two transformations which have
afflicted contemporary societies:
the expansion of the category of
“elderly people” has produced new
financial burdens for society and
these burdens are very often shoul-
dered by the state rather than being
seen as the price to be paid for a de-
ferred salary. 

The expansion of the category of
“elderly people”. For a long time
pensioners and elderly people were
more or less the same but such is
no longer the case. Elderly people
are no longer the only people who
do not live off their work. To them
should be added the unemployed,
wage-earners and salary-earners in
a pre-retirement stage, and those
who have taken early retirement.
We well know that in some profes-
sions the right to receive a pension
can take place at the age of fifty-
five. Thus it is that today the cate-
gory “elderly people” has a new
meaning. The financial problems
which are involved can no longer
be approached without the actual
situation of the worker being taken
into account, and it should be ob-
served that the worker, who most
of the time is in good health, exits
from the labour market much earli-
er than was once the case. Many of
these people rapidly shut them-
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selves off from the rest of the
world, adopt the lifestyle of the
“pensioner”, and dedicate only a
small quantity of their time to so-
cial activities. Others, who seem
large in number especially in in-
dustrialised countries, in contrary
fashion want to place their experi-
ence and their abilities at the ser-
vice of the community as a whole. 

The Placing of the New Costs in
Favour of Elderly People on the
Shoulders of Society as a Whole.
The public authorities (the state,
the regions, the cities) are face to
face with new obligations which
cannot be directly entrusted to the
world of production. These author-
ities no longer have to ensure a
minimum standard of living to
those members of the population
who belong to the traditionally de-
fined category of the elderly and
the needy, but must also secure the
provision of services to those who
do not work (universities for the el-
derly, the chance to travel, confer-
ences, reading clubs, and so forth),
in addition to meeting their various
needs, especially in matters con-
cerning personal health. 

The financial options. The ex-
penditure in favour of elderly peo-
ple will increase, as has been ob-
served, as a consequence of this
demographic imbalance and be-
cause the cultural programmes or
other kinds of programmes for
those elderly people who are able
to lead an active life will have to be
paid for by society as a whole,
which will thereby find itself face
to face with an authentic major dif-
ficulty. The alternatives which pre-
sent themselves are as follows: 

– to provide for the costs of this
expenditure by levying a tax whose
proceeds will be distributed in dif-
ferent ways: insurance for old age,
unemployment pay, social integra-
tion payments, a minimum wage,
and so forth. But the moment will
certainly arrive, however, when
these forms of expenditure will be
an excessive burden for the work-
ing population. 

– Or, when it becomes impossi-
ble to finance these subventions to
elderly people from such a single
tax, the principle will be upheld
that the working population must
contribute during its working life

to pension funds which will then
support them economically during
their period of old age. This policy
should allow a freeing of the finan-
cial restrictions on the provision by
public authorities of suitable infra-
structures for free time, the pursuit
of learning and knowledge, and the
provision of care and treatment. 

The solution to the problem of
financing the income of elderly
people through the use of pension
funds may at first sight appear to
be attractive, but many people
doubt that this policy is really pos-
sible in practical terms. The pen-
sion funds invest a large part of
their resources in state bonds
which are issued to cover budget
deficits. What we have here, there-
fore, is something akin to the levy-
ing of a tax to pay for pensions be-
cause the interest which is paid is
itself paid for from the various tax-
es which are levied on the working
population. In a healthy economy
the income supplied to elderly peo-
ple should correspond to the in-
come derived from the investments
which were made possible thanks
to the levies imposed on their
salaries and wages during their
working lives. Lastly, the system
involving the provision of pensions
by means of pension funds is not a
system to which the very poor and
needy can belong – that is to say
those people whose low income or
other kind of similar circumstance
do not allow them pay a regular
contribution. All too often they are
left to the care of bodies providing
public or private assistance such as
Caritas. This fact should stir our
consciences because this part of
the population which is very poor
and often described as being mar-
ginalised is often unable to discov-
er that these sources of help exist
and thus to take advantage of them. 

3. Towards a Solidarity-Inspired 
Economy

The need for a culture of solidar-
ity. The problem of the elderly
springs from the fact that industrial
society has ruptured the structures
of solidarity which used to ensure
support for the elderly and a role
for them within society. Modern
life obeys a logic which does not
favour assistance and solidarity to-

wards those who are on the mar-
gins of the productive sector. We
must invert this logic if we want to
humanise contemporary societies.
This result cannot be achieved
without the creation of a new cul-
ture of solidarity, and not only a
culture of social assistance which
feels that every person must be
provided with something to pre-
vent him from dying of hunger and
to ensure that he has clothing and
housing, but a culture of solidarity
which is effective and which sees
those who are not yet or no longer
paid workers not as a heavy burden
but as equal participants in the life
of society. 

A new mentality must make
headway within society. Poverty
and marginalisation must no longer
be seen as illnesses which must be
halted because every situation of
material difficulty  is seen as a
threat to the security of the rest of
society. They must, instead, be
seen by each one of us as an intol-
erable evil on a par with the most
serious of social disorders such as
war, terrorism and torture. The fact
that human beings cannot meet
their essential needs in a situation
of abundance constitutes a rupture
in social communication which a
real sense of solidarity should
deem to be unbearable. This is a
suitable place to remember the ob-
servations made by the bishops of
the United States of America in
their pastoral letter Ten Years Later
(1996) where they stressed that in
ten years the richest 20% of the
population of North America in
terms of national income had in-
creased their annual revenue by
$10,000, but that the families with
the lowest incomes had seen their
annual revenues decrease by
$1,200.4 The bishops observed that
there was still much to be done af-
ter the cry of alarm sounded by
Vatican Council II: “This scandal
must be avoided. Whilst some na-
tions, whose inhabitants all too of-
ten describe themselves as being
Christian, enjoy a great abundance
of goods, other nations are without
the necessities to live and are af-
flicted by hunger, by illness and by
every sort of deprivation”.5

The problem of the elderly be-
longs to an overall problem which
afflicts our contemporary societies
– that of solidarity in relation to the
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material and spiritual development
of all men and the whole of the in-
dividual man. It is because of this
need that programmes concerning
education and the participation in
the public, economic, social and
cultural life of populations – in-
cluding the poorest on the planet –
must be considered. The advent of
such a human economy requires –
as the great social encyclicals Pop-
ulorum Progressio, Sollicitudo Rei
Socialis, and Centesimus Annus
urge – a total restructuring of the
philosophy by which the present
generations approach economic
and financial questions and issues. 

It is not for the Church to pro-
pose policies for a solidarity-in-
spired society. The practical appli-
cation of the social doctrine of the
Church depends on the sense of re-
sponsibility of the forces of eco-
nomic and social life. The situa-
tions vary and it is at this level that
the famous declaration of Paul VI
in Octogesima Adveniens should
be understood: “Faced with so
many different situations it is diffi-
cult to pronounce one word alone
and to propose a solution of univer-
sal applicability... It is for the
Christian communities to identify
– with the help of the Holy Spirit,
in communion with the responsible
bishops, and in dialogue with other
Christian brethren and with all men
of good will – the choices and the
commitments which should be
made in order to bring about the
social, political and economic
transformations which are so clear-
ly urgent and necessary”.6

The birth of a solidarity-inspired
economy. A culture of solidarity
will arise from specific initiatives
and actions taken in areas of crisis.
The situation of elderly people is
that of  those who are at the far end
of the chain of existence in the
same way as the young are, and
this is true of both industrialised
countries and those which are
thought to be on the path of devel-
opment. The efforts which are
made must take two directions.
One is of a technical character, and
the other is of a psychological
character.

The technical direction. Govern-
ments come and go and thus try to
find ad hoc solutions to difficulties
which arise. Such is the case with
regard to policies towards the el-

derly. They do not seem to seek to
implement a realistic policy to-
wards the elderly. In speeches ref-
erence is made to solidarity but on-
ly in order to make the working
population accept urgent measures
which often compromise the prac-
tice of solidarity between the gen-
erations. The redistribution of a
part of the income earned by the
labour of the working population
to the elderly has its limits because
of the growing imbalance between
these two parts of the population in
both industrialised and developing
countries. In 1950 56% of elderly
people over the age of sixty lived
in developing countries, but it is
estimated that in 2025 their num-
ber will rise to 72%.

For a certain period of time it
was believed that the increase in
productivity would off-set the in-
crease in economic burdens and
would even allow periodic increas-
es in pensions. But workers want to
be the first to gain from these in-
creases in productivity for which
they themselves are responsible.
Societies, therefore, should have
the courage to call on their govern-
ments to use pension funds not to
cover current deficits – a policy
which means that future genera-
tions will have to pay for new bur-
dens – but to promote forms of ac-
tivity which will generate new
wealth by which to ensure that
pensions are suitably funded.7

The psychological direction.
Solidarity towards elderly people
must be seen as being an impera-
tive – it is in the order of things like
solidarity within the family. Until
such a psychological transforma-
tion has been achieved we will
move towards a break in the social
fabric because productive workers
whose numbers are decreasing will
one day or the other assert that they
cannot pay for the sums allocated
to non-productive workers. The
distribution of existing solidarity
will not be able to be maintained.
All societies which have entered,
or which will enter, the modern era
must with great force promote a
culture of solidarity between the
generations in order to achieve the
adoption of measures which are
deemed to be sustainable and long-
lasting in favour of those who are
not directly involved in the produc-
tive cycle. 

A solidarity-inspired economy
will arise when there will be a
change in mentality on the part of
the populations which enter the era
of globalisation. “From each ac-
cording to his capacities, to each
according to his needs” is the slo-
gan which must be retrieved. The
brutal system of activity which was
born two centuries ago has had as a
consequence the view that the per-
son who has made the community
prosper is in fact a burden upon
that community. This system
should have allowed elderly peo-
ple in the narrow sense of the term
to receive the means by which they
could live a dignified life during
the last years of their existence.
But this system comes to be in op-
position to solidarity when it de-
prives society of the abilities of
those whom it ejects from the pro-
ductive system. 

Research has been carried out
in order to: 1) discover how to hu-
manise retirement by removing its
brutal character and to this end
elastic regimes have been pro-
posed such as that of flexibility in
work time; 2) produce new types
of jobs, both paid and unpaid, to be
made available to elderly people
who must be invited to place their
skills and expertise at the service of
organised activity; 3) suggest a so-
cial function to elderly people
within the environment where they
live – the promotion of clubs or the
performance of social services for
handicapped people, school chil-
dren, and so forth. 

This transformation is possible.
The construction of a solidarity-in-
spired economy depends upon the
transformation of mentality in the
various sectors of society, politics,
the family, the mass media, and ed-
ucation and upbringing. Every-
body should co-operate to create a
consensus that there must be a pro-
motion of human growth and de-
velopment in all people and in each
individual.

The development of a solidarity-
inspired economy does not require
us to abandon the immense eco-
nomic and technological progress
which is before us. We live in a
world of regulations and it is peo-
ple who ensure that these work to
create a more or less human world.
This takes place in the world of
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competition where, for example,
the public authorities co-ordinate
the various means of transport (by
sea, air, road and railway) in order
to achieve a better form of public
service; in the social field where
present-day society rejects the idea
that globalisation should be facili-
tated by child labour, by discrimi-
nation towards minorities or by
forced labour; and in the sphere of
education where public authorities
impose requirements such as the
school-leaving age, educational
programmes, levels of attainment
to be reached, and professional ori-
entations, so that young people can
participate to better effect in the
world of adults. Agreements at a
national, regional and international
level could be signed so that
growth and development can in-
volve the integration of the elderly
into the participatory life of soci-
ety.8

A solidarity-inspired mentality
leads to the adoption of practical
approaches. Those who wish to
demonstrate that they feel solidari-
ty towards the elderly must exam-
ine the policies pursued towards
the elderly in the light of certain
simple criteria which permit a ver-
ification of whether the role elderly
people play in society is just. 

From a negative point of view
– the policy pursued must not

end up by aggravating the social
situation – something which could
be the consequence of certain
forms of funding. 

From a positive point of view
Such a policy implies the adop-

tion of:
– financial policies which mean

that the pensions and the subven-
tions which are provided are where
possible derived from productive
investments and not produced
from levies imposed on on-going
incomes produced by work; 

– social measures which are a
sign of the agreed wish of society
to treat elderly people in line with
principles of equality with the rest
of the population when it comes to
standards of living. Care and treat-
ment at home should be promoted,
and the same may be said of social
visitors etc. An attempt should also
be made to integrate elderly people
into social activities of an econom-

ic character from which the whole
of society can gain advantage.

– Measures involving the en-
couragement of private associa-
tions and public institutions in or-
der to allow them to utilise the ex-
perience and the readiness to help
of elderly people. A civilisation of
voluntary service should be pro-
moted in order to fight against the
thirst for gain which accompanies
the development of industrial life.
This will reintroduce a spiritual
value of selfless service into soci-
ety which in turn will prove a
source of fulfilment and balance.

– Measures of a general charac-
ter in order to offer a set of services
to elderly people understood in a
broad sense. Their participation in
economic life as consumers consti-
tutes a vast part of the market and
can be a notable source of support
for economic demand.

The problem of elderly people is
part of a much wider problem –
that of human growth and develop-
ment in a context of globalisation.
We cannot rely upon economic
forces alone to decide the condi-
tions of work and the social condi-
tions of a growing part of the pop-
ulation. The social goals of growth
and development must prevail over
the needs of the market, as was
pointed out by Paul VI in his ad-
dress to the international confer-
ence on work.9 These needs run the
risk of increasing the number of
excluded people rather than reinte-
grating them into society.

The humanisation of the econo-
my will take place as a result of the
conjunction of two efforts, one of
an economic character and the oth-
er cultural in its configurations.
The economic-social effort re-
quires a different approach to soci-
ety and economic life. This is not a
machine which produces goods
which the most fortunate or the
most enterprising can individually
allocate to themselves but a com-
munity which seeks to convert
feelings of solidarity and benevo-
lence through the economy and
with the economy in such a way as
to allow everybody to progress in a
material sense and to advance spir-
itually.

The cultural effort, which will
lead to a rejection of the savage
struggle for economic power pre-

cisely because it is unacceptable,
will concern everybody because
everybody in their own specific en-
vironment must create the condi-
tions which work for the human
growth and development of mar-
ginalised populations which are
marginalised precisely because of
the wild advance of globalisation.
This change in direction must not
remain at the level of good individ-
ual intentions supported by excus-
es for not engaging in action be-
cause the undertaking is too great
for one man alone. As John Paul II
observed at Spira,10 what a single
individual cannot obtain can be ob-
tained by uniting other individuals.
It is with associations, profession-
als and others, animated by the
Christian spirit and integrated into
the structures of society, that steps
can be taken towards greater soli-
darity. It is up to them to perceive
the needs of the common good in
order to supply a goal which is not
economic to the advance of global-
isation. 

Rev. JOSEPH JOBLIN SJ,
Ecclesiastical Adviser 

to the International Catholic Committee 
of Nurses and Medical-Social Assistants

(CICIAMS)
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Introduction

To speak about old age is to
speak about life. It is therefore nor-
mal that the Church should have
something to say on the subject.
Your deliberations during these
days with all their varied richness
bear witness to this. It often hap-
pens that a man is evaluated in re-
lation to his work and to the ser-
vice which he renders to society.
Indeed, statistics often divide the
population into its working and
non-working sections. However,
this criterion can end up by dis-
criminating elderly people just as
it discriminates against such other
social categories as women, the
young, the unemployed, and un-
born children etc. 

The Holy See has for a long time
borne witness to the beliefs of the
Church at the level of international
debate and discussion. Its task has
been made easier by the United
Nations Organisation which, since
1982, has promoted a plan of ac-
tion for elderly people. 

I would like to offer you a num-
ber of reflections which form the
basis of the action taken by the
Holy See in the field of multilater-
al diplomacy.

1. The Preparations 
for the International Year 
of the Elderly

On 16 October 1992 the General
Assembly of the United Nations
Organisation decided that 1999
would be the international year of
the elderly (Res. 47/5), and it did
this in order to stress the demo-
graphic growth in the number of
elderly people, the opportunities

which this involves in the socio-
economic, cultural and spiritual
spheres, and the consequences of
this growth for peace and world
development during the next cen-
tury. 

Since 1994 the General Secre-
tary of the United Nations Organi-
sation has prepared a “conceptual
framework of reference” for this
international year  which has four
separate headings: the condition of
the oldest sections of the popula-
tion, individual development dur-
ing life, the relationship between
the generations, and development
and elderly populations (Doc.
A/50/114). 

Successive meetings of the
United Nations Organisations
have specified more clearly the
aim of the international year of the
elderly – to make world opinion
more aware of, and sensitive to,
the subject, thereby promoting an
exchange of knowledge and expe-
rience, and this with reference to
initiatives which are already un-
derway or which are being
planned.

At the end of the international
year of the elderly the impact that
it has had (2000/20001) will be as-
sessed. This follow-up at the level
of analysis will be promoted by the
United Nations Organisation’s De-
partment for the Co-ordination of
Policies and Sustainable Growth
and its Division for the Social
Policies of Development. Every
five years the United Nations Or-
ganisation’s Committee for Social
Development will assess policies
for the elderly and choose the sub-
jects which the states which are
members of the comittee will then
discuss systematically during its
meetings, and this to ensure a po-

litical follow up to the celebration
of this international year. 

2. The First Conference on 
the Health of Elderly People 
(UM-WHO), New York, 
29 April 1996

Policies in favour of elderly
people are intimately bound up
with those which aim at develop-
ment. This is borne out by the
commitment to promote wellbeing
and progress which involves de-
fending conditions of health and
ensuring that everybody receives
health care and treatment. The first
conference on health and elderly
people (which was held in New
York on 29 April 1996) stressed
that helping elderly people is an
incumbent task for society. 

Present day knowledge about
the illnesses which afflict elderly
people and about their nutrition re-
quirements is at the present time
not sufficient (for example present
day studies on nutrition and diet
often go only a little beyond the
age of fifty). 

In this way the attention of sci-
entists and experts is being so
channelled that a healthy and se-
cure context can be identified and
created which takes into account
the needs of elderly people from
the health, information, education-
al and environmental points of
view. 

Only a suitable awareness of
this whole question can give rise to
a new attitude towards old age and
stimulate innovative research
which helps to produce effective
policies for the various age
“bands” of elderly people (from 65
years of age to 75, from 75 to 85,

JEAN-LOUIS TAURAN

The Ageing of the World Population 
and Policies for Development
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and the over 85s). Furthermore,
this should take place in full
awareness of the fact that the clas-
sification of these “bands” could
soon be revised because of
changes which are underway –
such as the raising of the age when
people can retire. 

That this change in mentality is
slow in coming about is borne out
by the fact that there are many
more experts in paediatrics than in
geriatrics although within thirty
years in some countries (for exam-
ple in Italy) the number of people
over the age of sixty will be higher
than the number of those who be-
long to the working population.

3. The Meeting of Demographic 
Eperts on the Ageing 
of the World Population 
(ONU-NYC 
3-6 November 1997)

From 3 to 6 November 1997 in
New York the United Nations or-
ganised a meeting of experts from
all over the world on the demo-
graphical impact of the ageing of
the population on socio-economic
development and growth. This
meeting was largely scientific in
character.

Subsequently, the subject of this
meeting was discussed in many of-
ficial documents amd in recent
weeks the annual report of UNFPA
has referred to it in its analysis of
the condition of the world popula-
tion. 

In 51 countries (44% of the
world population) the population
is below zero growth and of these
19 belong to the category of the
poorest countries of the planet. 

I do not wish to discuss here an-
ti-birth policies but I do wish to
observe that the head of the popu-
lation studies section of the popu-
lation division of the United Na-
tions, who was present at the meet-
ing, thinks that this situation is
“philosophically devastating”, and
to record that Prof. Jean-Claude
Chesnais of the National Institute
of Demographic Studies of Paris
asserts that since the Second
World War the single child has
been seen as being an image and
the property of a parent and not as
the fruit of a couple. Unfortunate-
ly, it has to be recognised that the

decisions taken by young couples
are not always based upon intra-
family solidarity. 

For these reasons it seems of ur-
gent importance that the interna-
tional community engages in a
change in social security systems
which are themselves essential to
development and growth, as the
experience of this century has well
demonstrated only too well. 

4. The Connection between 
Demographic Ageing 
and Development: 
The Reference to “Gender”

It is therefore interesting to ob-
serve that the United Nations is
aware of the historical challenge of
the ageing of the world population
and has placed this whole question
within the framework of its global
policies for development. This ap-
proach is reinforced by the special
attention paid in this context to the
question of “gender” which – as is
well known – has become an indis-
pensable criterion for world poli-
cies in favour of growth and devel-
opment.

Women predominate amongst
elderly people and the gap be-
tween male and female life expec-
tations is at its highest in Eastern
European countries, the Baltic
states and central Asia.

One result of this phenomenon
is the impoverishment of women
in general which is much more
marked in these regions where el-
derly women are not infrequently
left without any kind of family
support. 

The committee of the United
Nations Organisation on the con-
dition of women has examined this
question of the higher levels of
precariousness in the situation of
elderly women and has cam-
paigned in favour of the elimina-
tion of this “differential impact”. 

Another important dimension to
this is the new work involvement
of women and their diminished
readiness or capability to help el-
derly people in their own homes
(see the meeting of experts on the
provision of care and elderly peo-
ple. Malta, 30 November – 2 De-
cember 1977). The policies in
favour of women require attempts
to change the attitudes of men, es-

pecially where “looking after” el-
derly people is still seen as the pre-
rogative of women and if engaged
in by men would involve their loss
of prestige. 

The new policies for elderly
people, therefore, are bound up
with fundamental choices in
favour of development and it is to
be expected that their implementa-
tion will not be without a certain
influence and impact when it
comes to the construction of social
roles and the achievement of social
progress. 

5. The Practical Concern 
of the Leaders of Society

Some states have set such poli-
cies in motion and the first step in
this process has been to promote
awareness of the whole problem. 

With this aim in mind, for exam-
ple, Mr. William Benson, the vice-
assistant secretary for elderly peo-
ple at the Department of Health
and Human Services of the United
States of America, laid stress in a
speech of 3 March 1997 on the fol-
lowing initiatives: 

– The possibility of a presiden-
tial declaration in favour of the in-
ternational year for elderly people
in order to focus attention on this
year, which would then be sent to
the nation’s Governors and the
mayors of the largest cities. 

– The creation by the Ministry
of a Web page for elderly people in
order to publicise relevant activity,
not least through the mass media.

– A special celebration of the in-
ternational day of the elderly.  

– Co-operation beyond the na-
tional frontier with Mexico (we
would say “ecumenical” activi-
ty...). 

6. The World Assembly 
on the Elderly (Vienna, 
26 July – 6 August 1982) 
and the Concern of the Holy 
Father for Elderly People

Such interest has found a loud
echo in the Catholic Church. The
speech which the Holy Father
made to the participants in the in-
ternational forum on active ageing
held on 5 September 1980 at the
beginning of his Pontificate bears
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witness to this. This speech was
one of the most detailed declara-
tions of the Pope on the condition
of elderly people in the early
1980s. Fundamental subjects were
touched upon which included: in-
creasing social awareness about
the existence of elderly people and
their life conditions; the need to
develop authentic human progress
and advance; the urgency of pro-
moting efforts directed towards
sustaining programmes in favour
of the elderly in order to reduce
their suffering, to defend their
right to life, and to meet their
needs. 

Two years later in his message
to commemorate the sixteenth
world day of social communica-
tions which was pronounced on 10
May 1982, the Holy Father laid
stress upon the special new aspects
of the questions and the issues
raised by this whole area which
was located in a changed social sit-
uation profoundly marked by al-
terations in family structures and
by the industrial and post-industri-
al context. The disgregation of the
traditional family fabric runs the
risk of provoking poverty and
loneliness, even if new social real-
ities such as certain “movements”
could well help to relaunch soli-
darity and generate a sense and a
feeling of hope in elderly people. 

The Holy Father encouraged the
education of the new generations
to paying attention to the condition
of the previous generations. The
“new educators”, such as the mass
media, could heighten such aware-
ness which at one time was incul-
cated within the family environ-
ment itself. Thus, for example,
concern for the working classes
and the poorer sections of society
could be extended to elderly peo-
ple who have to manage on very
low pensions. 

These declarations foreshad-
owed the adoption by the General
Assembly of the United Nations
Organisation two years later (in
1982) of the international plan of
action for elderly people which
had already been approved by the
world assembly on the elderly held
in Vienna from 26 July to 6 August
1982. 

The Holy See was very active
during the preparatory steps lead-
ing up to this assembly and during

the deliberations of the assembly
itself. The pontifical message dis-
played full awareness of the demo-
graphic aspects and of the implica-
tions of the whole question. 

The Holy Father supported the
plan of action and its most impor-
tant points – concern for elderly
people, respect for their rights, and
the promotion of forms of social
organisation able to integrate el-
derly people and respond to their
needs. In these circumstances the
Church repeated her commitment
to offering her contribution of ac-
tion, reflection, experience and
faith to this field. 

Furthermore, the fact that the
plan of action not only saw old age
as an unavoidable process of bio-
logical decline but also pointed to
the potentialities of this stage in
life was also received favourably.
The Holy Father laid emphasis up-
on the positive aspects of old age –
the gathering of experience, the
achievement of levels of greater
wisdom, the provision of free time,
and the ability to live without wor-
ries, with patience, and with quiet
joy. 

These demographic develop-
ments were seen as a valuable op-
portunity to develop a new field of
action at the service of the person
based upon an awareness of the
duties of the new generations to-
wards the older.

This concern of the Holy See
has remained strong since then, as
is borne out in admirable fashion
by the third international confer-
ence on the subject of “longevity
and quality of life” organised by
the Pontifical Council for Pastoral
Assistance to Health Care Work-
ers. This initiative was moved by
an awareness that the recent in-
crease in the population has pro-
duced unprecedented questions
and challenges, especially as con-
cerns social progress and global
development. 

Demographic ageing, indeed,
does not display an equilibrium in
geographical terms. The statistics
estimate that in 2025 70% of elder-
ly people – about 850 million in all
– will live in developing countries
and in particular in Asia. There is a
risk that the imbalance between
developed and developing coun-
tries will become worse, and this is
something which means that the

resources dedicated to investments
should in the future be oriented to-
wards social policies in favour of
the quality of life of elderly peo-
ple. 

Final Observations

1. All this suggests that policies
for the elderly will be placed with-
in the context of the global strate-
gy of the United Nations organisa-
tion in favour of growth and devel-
opment – the approach of the sub-
jects of the international year for
the elderly, those who will be in-
volved in the celebration, the style
and character of the celebration it-
self. the connections with the other
fundamental concerns of the Unit-
ed Nations Organisation, the bod-
ies of that organisation which will
be called upon to deal with the fol-
low up, and the ways in which that
follow up should be carried
through. 

This approach will maintain that
concern for the rights of the elder-
ly which was prevalent in the di-
rection taken by the policies of the
1980s, but will place the defence
of such rights within the primary
perspective of prosperity and the
fight against poverty. 

The Holy See is happy with this
commitment of the international
community and will participate in
it, aware that it is its duty to help
the international community to
reaffirm the primary importance of
the value of the person in promot-
ing the wellbeing of human be-
ings.

The person is welcomed and
valued in the main and first and
foremost in the family context. For
this reason each and every policy
in favour of elderly people must
give suitable importance to the re-
sponsibilities of the family in this
whole area and national policies
must foster the development of
solidarity and welcome within
each family. 

If welcome and solidarity were
to diminish as a result of the pre-
text of development and growth,
this would lead to the promotion of
a mentality and certain legislative
orientations conducive to the mar-
ginalisation and the actual isola-
tion of the elderly. Indeed, this
would take place perhaps to the
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point of creating a culture
favourable to tolerating their elim-
ination which might involve sup-
posed humanitarian motives. 

2. We should work to improve
the quality of life in this sphere.
However, wellbeing should not be
seen as an absolute value. For this
reason the Holy See has con-
demned certain libertarian and he-
donistic tendencies which are also
evident in certain recent interna-
tional documents. These tenden-
cies lay emphasis on individual
wellbeing and to this end even
support the separation of the mar-
riage partners, eliminate life, and
even extend to children the right to
sexuality arguing that this is a
realm which is reserved to the in-
dividual’s decision and for which
no account has to be made. This
right does not have as its goal the
overall development of the person. 

3. The Holy See, furthermore,
has stressed that the “global” poli-

cies in favour of growth and devel-
opment should respect the differ-
ent cultures and argues that it is the
task of the local Churches to inter-
vene in defence of those positive
and traditional values which can-
not be sacrificed because of the
rush for prosperity.

4. Lastly, the global character of
the process within which the cele-
bration of the international year of
the elderly is to be located requires
that together with the states in-
volved the other actors of “civil
society” should play their part. We
should therefore develop co-oper-
ation between the Church and non-
governmental organisations, local
authorities, and centres of study
and research. These bodies will
without doubt be of marked conse-
quence in the activities and initia-
tives which will surround the fol-
low-up. 

The Holy See, for its part, will
not fail to make the local Churches

sensitive to so-called “best-prac-
tices” or model projects to be held
up to society for adoption and will
certainly intensify dialogue on this
subject with Catholic institutions
which work in favour of the inter-
ests of elderly people. 

The Holy See offers this service
very willingly, bearing in mind the
words of the Holy Father who, in
November 1980 in the cathedral of
Munich, declared: “The Pope
bows with respect in front of elder-
ly people and invites everybody to
do the same with him... as occurs
at the end of a great symphony
there return the dominant themes
of life for a powerful synthesis of
sound. And this concluding reso-
nance confers wisdom... good will,
patience, understanding: love”. 

His Excellency Mons. 
JEAN-LOUIS TAURAN

Secretary for Relations with States,
the Secretariat of State, the Holy See.
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Since all of us have experienced
the effects of old age on our own
parents and since many of us are at
least beginning to experience those
effects ourselves, it is very impor-
tant for us to consider how the
mass media serve the elderly and
how they treat the elderly in their
programming.

First, in the current context of
deregulation and privatization of
the electronic media, the norm for
judgment in programming is not
what is judged best for the service
of the public and not even what can
be expected to attract the largest
possible audience, but what can be
expected to attract the lagest num-
ber of viewers or listeners within a
certain age group and in a certain
income group.

Thus, most programming is
aimed at a middle- and high- audi-
ence between 18 and 35 years of
age.  It is actually considered a dis-
advantage when programs attract a
large audience over fifty years of
age, because that is viewed as not
contributing to a high level of
viewing in the desired age and in-
come group for other program-
ming on the same channel.  In the
United States, even programs
which have been among the top ten
in popularity have been cancelled
because they appealed to an older
audience.

Therefore, the service of the el-
derly in the electronic media in an
unregulated free market economy
is neglected by design.

Because of the growing special-
ization within the print media,
where publications are often
specifically designed for certain
age or interest groups, the elderly
fare somewhat better – and one of
the largest and most successful

publications in the United States,
for example, is Modern Maturity,
published by the American Associ-
ation of Retired Persons.  While
this group laudably attempts to
represent older persons and their
interests with public authority,
Modern Maturity also carries
much advertising specifically
aimed at affluent older persons.
Thus, even though some modern
publications seek to serve the el-
derly, the interests of the elderly
who are also poor are often sadly
neglected.

Also, many older people have
difficulty reading and they become
increasingly dependent upon radio
and television for their information
and entertainment. While some
publications have commendably
already begun to publish large-type
editions for the elderly and the vi-
sion-impaired, more and more old-
er people depend more and more
upon the electronic media.

Frankly, in regard to the elec-
tronic media, it is my conviction
that the virtually complete deregu-
lation of the media in some soci-
eties should not continue, and that
public authority should reestablish
certain norms – possibly with the
cooperation of the broadcasting in-
dustry – to guarantee that the inter-
ests of the elderly and the poor are
also served by the holders of
broadcast licenses, who should be
acting as the holders of a public
trust, the limited number of broad-
cast frequencies which are really
items in the public domain as-
signed to the license holders as
trustees.  Without a type of en-
forced public service requirement,
the elderly and especially the el-
derly poor will continue to be ne-
glected.

A second major area of concern
is how the mass media treat the el-
derly in their programming and in
their publications.

As I already noted, the print me-
dia are generally better equipped to
serve the elderly more effectively,
because specialized publications
can better serve what are called
“niche” audiences – special inter-
est groups within society.

Also, it must be admitted that
some radio and television news
programming has begun to exam-
ine issues of special concern to old-
er people – often because these is-
sues often touch the lives of
younger people who must care for
older parents – issues such as
health, insurance questions and
public safety.

Many older people have begun
to complain, however, about the
manner in which they are depicted
in entertainment programming
where they can easily be stereo-
typed as foolish, forgetful, interfer-
ing and possibly even irrelevant in
a consumer-oriented society in
which personal gratification is de-
picted as the desirable ideal.

Older people justifiably resent
such stereotypes and are grateful
for the rare programs and series
which treat the elderly with sensi-
tivity, respect and understanding.

What can be done by the Church
in these areas?

First, regarding public policy,
the Catholic Church, it seems to
me, should lend its suppport to
those groups which seek to have
responsible regulation of the elec-
tronic media so that the common
good may be served, including the
welfare of the elderly, the infirm
and the poor.

Second, publications of the

JOHN FOLEY

The Mass-media
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Church should not only serve the
interests of the elderly directly –
and possibly enlarge the size of
their type face in doing so – but al-
so help to form all Catholics to an
attitude of appreciation, sensitivity
and understanding.  Some Church
publications might be devoted en-
tirely to an older “niche” audience.

Third, Church-operated radio
and television stations should give
an outstanding example of service
to the elderly, and Church pro-
gramming on stations of general
interest should also occasionally
touch on themes of interest to the
elderly not raised by others in

commercial broadcasting.
Finally, schools operated by the

Catholic Church should inculcate
reverence and respect for all hu-
man life, including in the twilight
of life.  The schools should provide
an antidote to the message from
commercial media that having is
more important than being, that the
only people worth emulating and
even respecting are those with
money, possessions, power and
fame. If profound respect for every
human being as a precious child of
God is inculcated in our schools,
then the future writers in our
schools could well prepare series

which treat the elderly and the poor
with respect and sensitivity and the
future leaders now in our schools
might recall the need to adopt pub-
lic policies which serve the good of
all, not merely the young, the
strong, the rich and the powerful.

“Honor thy father and thy moth-
er.”  The mandate of God for guid-
ing our family life should also
guide the media which serve the
human family.

His Excellency Archbishop 
JOHN P. FOLEY

President of the Pontifical Council 
for Social Communications,

the Holy See
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