
Spirituality. Ageing and Mortality 

 

A spirituality for older age: 

Jesus speaks to Peter: 

When you were younger, you used to fasten 

your own belt and go wherever you wished. 

But when you grow old, you will stretch out 

your hands, and someone else will fasten a 

belt around you and take you where you do 

not wish to go...After this he said to him, 

‘Follow me’.   [John 21: 18-19] 

 

In a real sense there is no separate 

spirituality for older age; it is the same 

spiritual path we are invited to walk, 

though perhaps brought into sharper 

focus by advancing years. 

 

Older age is no guarantee of spiritual 

maturity.   

But if as younger people we do set out to 

seek life through relationship with God 

then older age and all it brings will prove 

to be an essential part of this journey. 

And older age is not too late to begin… 

 

Valuing older age goes against 

contemporary lines of thought.  

Wellbeing tends to be narrowly defined 

as youthfulness, physical beauty, control 

of one’s circumstances and achievement. 

In such an understanding we are self-

made, have no need of others and earn 

our own worth. Lacking these things we 

are ugly, useless and our existence 

meaningless.  

In the Christian spiritual tradition life is 

for love – received freely from God and 

expressed in the service of others. We are 

made for relationship and it is the 

generosity of our trust, rather than the 

heap of our achievements, that proves 

the key. Older age leads us deeper into 

the mystery of life and the Love that is at 

the heart of all being. Death is but a 

deeper letting go into this mystery. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When I remember my parents, post-

retirement, I think about a more 

liberated time: foreign holidays, 

badminton at the local sports centre, a 

leisurely daily coffee in the town centre, 

the children all away and one way or 

another set on their different paths. 

 

But then as the years went on, their ill 

health grew, and their mutually 

dependent life, independent of outside 

support, began to unravel. My mother 

had a series of falls; my father began to 

lose his sight. The badminton went, the 

holidays away ceased to happen, even 

going out to the town together became 

a daunting expedition, my mother losing 

the memory of how to walk as her 

dementia grew. Now, in a way most 

unfamiliar and uncomfortable for them, 

they needed their children’s support.  

How hard it is to learn to receive, to lean 

on another, when being the strong, 

resourceful provider has been the 

familiar assumption.  

 

That new vulnerability opened the way 

for us as their children to grow into more 

practical and intimate expressions of 

love for them – to be a physical support 

for walking, a patient listener inviting the 

retelling of their story, in latter stages a 

reassuring touch and a comforting word 

to guide them through unfamiliar places.  

 

For me they were moving beyond their 

roles as parents and providers, 

becoming Bridget and Peter, with lives 

connected to yet independent of mine, 

with their history moving into the 

simplicity and depth of being held by 

One who called their name. With no 

more living to do, death came – so 

natural and so mysterious – a holy place, 

a necessary journey. 

 



A spirituality for older age: 

The Life we are invited into: our human / 

Christian vocation 

A fully human life, lived generously for 

others through relationship with God  
 To become who we are – to discover 

and live out our full potential as a 

human being, and to be set free from 

those things that hold us back. 

 To make a difference to the world we 

are part of through our work and 

relationships 

 To deepen our rootedness in God – 

so all we are and do flows from our 

life in God. 

These three elements of vocation look 

different but in another way are all 

dimensions of the one truth: as our life in 

God deepens so we become freer to 

become our true selves, in a way that gives 

life to others.  

 

A Life of Faith, Hope and Love 
Bishop Christopher has called us to deepen 

our commitment to a life of faith, hope and 

love. From earliest times the church has 

embraced these virtues as being at the 

heart of the Christian spiritual journey. I will 

do the same, in exploring the spiritual path 

we all are called to walk and which comes 

into clearer focus as we grow older. 

 

The beginning is love, the beginning is God 

There is no other beginning in God but love.  

God ‘is’ and ‘does’ love.  

It is love / God that continually draws us 

into being.  

It is love that leads God to become one with 

us in Christ, to invite us into relationship, to 

labour to heal and set free.  

It is the Holy Spirit of love that burns within, 

leading us deeper into God and drawing us 

into God’s active compassion for all. 

Love comes first, and from this we learn that 

God gives freely, generously, 

unconditionally.  

Our value lies in God’s beholding rather than 

in anything we achieve.  

All notions that you or I have to earn our 

worth to be loved by God fall away.  

Love is God’s name, and God’s only activity. 

The pattern never changes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The beginning is love, the beginning is God 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The beginning is love, the beginning is God 

The real question is whether we will choose 

to align our lives with this love. Will you and 

I turn our lives towards Love? Will we 

respond when Love invites? Will our 

relationship with the God who loves first 

become the foundation of all we do and 

are? 

Faith and hope enable us to live within and 

to express the love in which we are created 

and held.  

Through faith and hope we open the way 

for love to bring us into the fullness of our 

individuality. 

Through faith and hope, love creates us, and 

in this love, through faith and hope, we 

become co-creators with God.  

 

Come to me, all you that are weary and 

are carrying heavy burdens and I will give 

you rest.  

Take my yoke upon you, and learn from 

me, for I am gentle and humble of heart, 

and you will find rest for your souls.  For my 

yoke is easy, and my burden is light.  

[Matthew 11:28-30] 

 

Older age invites us to step more 

deeply into this reality. This time of life 

may be when personal ambition fades, 

and we begin to let go of the need to 

make our mark through tangible success 

or achievement. It is a place we may be 

brought into unwillingly, frustrated by 

what we can no longer do. But if we 

can move from restless drivenness into 

rest in Christ, then we open ourselves 

to be more deeply rooted in the love 

that God is, and God will continue to 

make our lives fruitful, but in ways that 

may be unfamiliar to us.  

We are loved for who we are, before 

anything we do, but it may take a 

lifetime to discover this. 

 



The way of faith 

 

Faith as trust in another 

While we often think of faith as assent to 

truths, Christian faith is centred in trust in 

another – in God.  Faith is a relational 

quality. Without the risk of trust there can be 

no deepening of relationship. Faith is the 

response to God’s invitation to relationship. 

 

 

 

 

Faith as action more than feeling 

We rarely experience the feeling of total 

trust. More often we wonder how safe it is 

to give ourselves into God’s hands. We 

would rather have life in our own control, 

yet recognise the limits of this way of living. 

Faith is an action – a choice to go where 

God leads, to let go into God’s care even if 

part of us wants to draw back in fear. 

 

 

Faith as ‘letting go’. 

Faith as ‘stepping out’. 

Faith expresses itself in both letting go and 

stepping out. It is passive and active. We let 

go when we renounce our need to be in 

total control of our life or when we choose 

to stay with a situation that seems to have 

no resolution. At these times we rest in God, 

knowing there is no more we can do.  

We step out when God invites us to move 

beyond the narrow confines of our existence 

– to take a new path, to consent to be the 

one who says with Isaiah ‘here I am, send 

me’ [Isaiah 6] even though we feel ourselves 

to be inadequate. 

 

Old men ought to be explorers 

Here or there does not matter 

We must be still and still moving 

Into another intensity 

For a further union, a deeper communion 

TS Eliot: East Coker 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Living in hope 
 

Jesus speaks to Peter: When you were 

younger, you used to fasten your own 

belt and go wherever you wished. But 

when you grow old, you will stretch out 

your hands, and someone else will fasten 

a belt around you and take you where 

you do not wish to go...After this he said 

to him, ‘Follow me’.   

 [John 21: 18-19] 

The call to faith – to step out and to let 

go in response to God’s invitation – 

echoes throughout our lives. Older age 

brings this call into deeper focus. Like 

Peter, we may experience being taken 

where we do not want to go. Our 

bodies and minds no longer serve us the 

way they once did. We lose valued roles 

that have helped define us and shape our 

sense of who we are. But we hear with 

Peter Jesus inviting us, ‘Come, follow 

me’. What if instead of resisting this 

uncertainty we choose it, seeing it as an 

invitation to place our past, present and 

future within God’s care?  

 

I will lead the blind by a road they do 

not know, by paths they have not 

known I will guide them 

I will turn the darkness before them into 

light, the rough places into level ground. 

These are the things I will do 

and I will not forsake them.   [Isaiah 42:16] 

 

Faith is the active choice, made not once 

but over and again, to allow God to be 

the source of everything we are and will 

be – to let go and let God. It is a ‘yes’ to 

the vulnerable trust and openness that 

makes depth of relationship possible.   

In older age we may also sense God’s 

invitation to step out: to embrace a new 

role, to undertake different work. Faith 

asks us to be willing to step out of self-

absorption and be more generously 

present to family members, friends, 

people within our church or community 

who long for someone to be present to 

them – to have the space and time to 

give them the hospitality of our full 

attention. 

 

 



The way of Hope 

Hope leads us to act purposefully in the 

present as we anticipate the work of Love 

in the future through drawing on the 

memory of love received in the past.  

 

Christian hope is more than wishful 

thinking. Wishful thinking is often an 

avoidance of reality. It is passive in 

nature.  It expresses a belief – or doubt – 

in the hand of fickle fate. It tends to have 

a fixed understanding of what the desired 

outcome is and how it will be achieved.  

 

Hope begins with what ‘is’, facing this 

reality.  

Hope sees not just what is, but what can 

be; it is not blind to obstacles; it takes 

them seriously and is practical in 

addressing them. Hope is active, flowing 

from the activity of the Spirit within us 

Hope is an expression of God who is 

enduringly creative and resourceful 

within what is. 

 

Hope flows from belief in God who is 

ever incarnate in what ‘is’. In Christ God 

continually enters our broken, suffering 

and disunited world and by his living, 

dying and rising makes all things new.  

 

Hope expresses the willingness to work in 

partnership with God. In our lives and in 

our work we seek to understand what 

the Spirit is doing and to co-operate with 

this work. 

 

Hope involves waiting 

We wait actively...working, and 

searching, for life is in our hands.  

It is the one who seeks who finds, and 

the one who asks who receives, and the 

one who knocks who will find the door 

opened. 

And yet we also wait passively – for the 

right time to come, for growth to take its 

course, and to receive by gift what 

cannot be ours by effort alone. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As an older person we have 

more memories to draw on to 

know the shape of God’s 

working. We may see more 

clearly that ‘what is’ is always 

where God is, and where God is 

active. We may have received 

the wisdom to discern the time 

to act and the time to wait and 

that we have to be patient with 

incompleteness. We may be 

more at home with the pattern 

of co-operating with God – that 

while our work matters all does 

not depend on us.  

 

Many older people have the 

potential in this way to be 

ministers of hope as pastoral 

carers, as spiritual guides in a 

more formal sense or as 

dependable listeners and 

reference points for others. 

 

Hope also helps us meet 

endings, losses, uncertainties, 

mystery more positively, though 

not without a due measure of 

pain. We are moving more 

deeply into resurrection life and 

death itself is part of this journey. 
 



Expressing love 

God is love and those who abide in 

love, abide in God and God abides in 

them’  [1 John 4:16] 

 

The beginning, as we have seen, is God. 

God loves us freely and generously and 

without condition. God seeks us, inviting 

us into relationship. This is the truth 

unfolded to us in the life of Christ and 

through the gift of the Spirit. Our lives 

become rooted and grounded in love 

through faith and hope. In faith we 

choose to trust God with what is 

important to us; we choose to make this 

relationship the foundation for our lives. 

This openness creates the space to 

receive and to begin to be transformed 

by love. In hope we align our lives with 

the work of the Spirit within. Our seeing, 

thinking and responding begins to take 

on the shape of God’s indwelling.  

We think and work creatively and 

redemptively meeting life as it is, with all 

its difficulties, with active hope in God 

who makes all things new. 

 

Now our lives begin to express love, to 

express God. This is what we are made 

for; it is in the receiving and giving of 

love that each of us finds the fullness of 

our own self-expression. We become the 

person God made us to be, using our 

gifts, experiences, knowledge and 

interests to make a difference to those 

around us. As God creates, so our 

actions will be ones that give life. As the 

Word is made flesh and dwells among 

us, so we come alongside others with 

compassion. As Christ labours in life and 

death to heal and to restore, so we work 

to remove burdens and bring wholeness. 

As the Spirit draws scattered humanity 

into one body, so we work to build 

community, and against injustice and 

exclusion. 

 
 chris.chapman@southwark.anglican.org

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

One person I talked to expressed 

how it was only as she grew older 

that she became free enough from 

herself-absorption [How well am I 

doing? What do people think of 

me?] to have the space to receive 

others.  The end of the spiritual 

journey is not achievement of self-

made perfection but the giving 

and receiving of love in 

relationship. Whatever 

responsibilities and roles are 

gradually put down as years go by 

the call to love is never to be 

relinquished. Perhaps at this stage 

of life the simplicity and depth of 

the call to allow another to love 

you as you are and to return that 

love freely and graciously emerges 

most clearly.  

As an older person Julian of 

Norwich reflected back on the 

meaning of her life: 

‘You would know our Lord’s meaning 

in this thing? Know it well. Love was 

his meaning. Who showed it you? 

Love. What did he show you? Love. 

Why did he show it? For love. Hold on 

to this and you will know and 

understand love more and more. But 

you will not know or learn anything 

else – ever!’ 

So it was that I learned that love was 

our Lord’s meaning. And I saw for 

certain, both here and elsewhere, that 

before ever he made us, God loved us; 

and that his love has never slackened, 

nor ever shall. In this love all his works 

have been done, and in this love he 

has made everything serve us; and in 

this love our life is everlasting. Our 

beginning was when we were made 

but the love in which he made us never 

had beginning. In it we have our 

beginning.  

[Julian of Norwich, Showings of Love, Chapter 86]   
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Some questions to consider from the day: 

This is not meant as an exhaustive and exhausting checklist! Go with that question 

or questions that stir a response in you. 

 

1. What have you heard today that has led you to review the way you respond to 

the prospect of growing older? 

 

2. In what ways does consciousness of mortality enrich daily life? How do we 

integrate awareness or our mortality into the pattern of our lives? 

By ‘coming to terms to life’ I mean the reality of death has become a definite part 

of my life; my life has, so to speak, been extended by death, by my looking death 

in the eye and accepting it, by accepting destruction as part of life and so longer 

wasting my energies on fear of death or the refusal to acknowledge its 

inevitability. It sounds paradoxical: by excluding death from life we cannot live a 

full life, and by admitting death into our life we enlarge and enrich it.              

[Etty Hillesum: An Interrupted Life] 

 

3. What can be done at the level of the local church to encourage more open 

exploration of the challenges and opportunities of growing older? 

 

4. How can we encourage deeper individual engagement with the spiritual journey at 

every stage of life within our congregations? 

 

5. How can we be more open to the gifts and experience of older people within our 

churches? 

 

6. What specific support might older people need in meeting the practical, emotional, 

spiritual and social challenges of ageing? 

 

7. What creative ways of enhancing the lives of older people in your church and 

neighbourhood might you explore in your setting? 

 

8. What words / picture / understanding will you take away with you from today? 

 

9. What one thing will you explore / do as a result of this day? 

 

The righteous flourish like the palm tree 

And grow like a cedar in Lebanon. 

They are planted in the house of the Lord 

They flourish in the courts of our God 

In old age they still produce fruit 

They are always green and full of sap 

Psalm 92:12-14 

 


