
“As We Mature, Our Spiritual Pace 
Quickens” 

T 
 
his title is a quote 
from Richard 
Johnson, PhD, of 
the Johnson 

Institute for Spiritual 
Gerontology. He has coined 
the term, “spiritual gerontology” 
to highlight the role of faith in the 
maturation process. 
As a recent graduate of the 
Johnson Institute, I feel compelled 
to spread the word about this 
newly developing ministry for 
those called to serve those who are 
in their retirement years. As we 
know, with life expectancy 
stretching much further than ever 
before, quality of life issues for 
seniors are becoming ever more 
on the minds, not only of seniors 
themselves, but also on those who 
believe that harnessing the 
wisdom and life experience of this 
generation is a huge benefit all 
around. In many Catholic 
parishes, this age demographic 
represents a majority in 
membership. 
 Spiritual Gerontology 
studies challenged my views on 
my own aging as well as that of 
others. I saw how little we, as 
Church, do for that segment of the 
population which has achieved the 
goal of retirement but, quite 
frankly, can enjoy a further twenty 
and often thirty years of living! 
That’s what makes this a new and 
needed field to pursue. I learned 
that as the body diminishes, the 
soul advances. If those in this 
maturation phase do not have 
pursuits that address this 
fundamental spiritual need, 
suffering occurs. 
 Transformation or 
renewal years, as they are referred 
to, give invitation to tend the 
“garden of the soul,” to 
courageously address old or 

unfinished developmental tasks of 
the past, to see leisure as a facet of 
a balanced life, along with physical 
care and care of the mind. These 
are also the years that allow for 
time to bestow the gifts we have 
received on others, to understand 
in a deep way that our basic 
purpose in life is to realize God’s 
gifts of spiritual strengths and be 
willing to share them in whatever 
way we are capable. 
 I learned that inner 
meaning and purpose can be 
challenging to discover when we 
are transitioning from lives of 
ministry, demands, schedules and 
pressures to one of whatever we 
can make it become! It certainly 
has potential to be richer than any 
preceding time of life because we 
bring to it a lifetime of growth, 
learning, experience and wisdom. 
 The fact can escape us 
that true spiritual growth comes 
from those lived experiences and 
as maturation progresses, our 
greatest growth is achieved in how 
we negotiate our successive 
losses…and this phase of life 
brings many!  
 So there is much to 
celebrate in this emerging, longer 
phase of life and some that is 
sobering and humbling for this 
new generation of retirees. All can 
bring us closer to the love of God, 
to our Truest Self. That’s Spiritual 
Gerontology. The prospects 
for the parish are unending in this 
area. Ask mature adults. They are 
seeking programming and faith 
formation that addresses their 
unique time of life. We need to go 
beyond card games and bus trips, 
useful as these are for leisure, to 
meet the spiritual needs and need 
for usefulness am ong this 
generation of retirees.  
 I’ll share just a few 
possibilities to feed the souls of 

this amazing generation of 
Catholics within the church, and 
possibly the wider community as 
part of service and outreach: 

 Friendly Visitor/Listening 
Heart   

 Lending Library  

 Book Club  

 Grandparents as Mentors 

 Prayer Shawl/Quilt Ministry 

 Prayer Chain 

 Retirement Ready 

 Life Story/ Life Review 

 Sew and Pray 

 Phone a Friend, Send a Card 

 Retirement Center Outreach 

 Caregiver Forum 

 Prayer Partners 

 Help for the Grieving Heart  

 Spiritual Autobiography 

 Bible Study/Discussion 
Groups 

 Intergenerational Programs 
 As we serve the people of 
God with love and caring, it is my 
hope we can, in real and 
important ways, stem the cultural 
bias against maturing in years. 
Older adults are still devoted to 
their Church and deserve outlets, 
connections and spiritual 
development until God has 
decided their years are fulfilled. 
Once we are illuminated about our 
elders and their capacities they 
will go on to illuminate us and 
others and it will be the very Light 
of God. 

Catholictechtalk.com 
Catholictechtalk.com is an online community for Catholics passionate about 
technology and social media. This includes priests, laity, bloggers, writers, 
technologists, website developers, graphic designers and all who wish to use 
technology more effectively in their ministry and personal life. The blog is a group 
effort by Catholic technology enthusiasts working to fulfill its mission to “make the 
name of Jesus Christ known and loved” thru the use of technology and social media. 
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Growing in the Vineyard is a publication of the National Association for Lay Ministry (NALM). It is published four times a 
year and is a free service to NALM members. Author’s views do not necessarily reflect those of NALM. Copyright © 2015     
National Association for Lay Ministry. All rights reserved. Copying and distribution of publication in any form is prohibited. 

Sister Wanda is a Sister of St. Francis of Assisi who has ministered in the medical field as a licensed social worker and 
psychotherapist for the last thirty years. She is now redesigning her ministry for Senior Religious and others in their 

maturation process to assist them in realizing God’s spiritual strengths as gifts they have received in order to show forth. 
Email her at wanshe1@hotmail.com 

http://www.catholictechtalk.com
mailto:wanshe1@hotmail.com
http://catholictechtalk.com/


 

Join NALM 
The National Association for Lay Ministry is a professional  organization that supports, educates, and advocates for lay ministers  
and promotes the development of lay ministry in the Catholic Church. Join online, em ail or  w rite our  office to becom e part of the 
only national organization devoted to Catholic lay ministers!   Student membership begin at $35 annually and receive full benefits including our student 
newsletter Growing in the Vineyard; plus our monthly NALM News and Notes; in addition to discounts on conferences, events, and books. 
 

National Association for Lay Ministry  5401 S. Cornell, Room 210   Chicago, IL 60615  773-595-4042  www.NALM.org  NALM@nalm.org.  

 Lay ecclesial ministry is a career path that I am actively pursuing through my studies at 
Catholic Theological Union in Chicago.  My main exposure to this field was my attendance at the 
annual meeting of the National Association of Lay Ministry in May 2015.  I was able to hear many 
voices from within the field by serving as note-taker for each of the sessions.  Boy, did I learn a 
lot! 
 I come from a small rural diocese and had had little experience with lay ecclesial 
ministers.  The international priests we had seemed comfortable being responsible for most aspects 
of ministry. The bishops had set a tone that I now recognize as clericalism.  I had a yearning, 
though, to work professionally in the Church after being a volunteer for over fifteen years.  My 
journey to Chicago with its Catholic culture has let me see opportunities unfamiliar to me in 
Central Oregon.  Attending the NALM conference opened my eyes even farther. 
 The table-seating assignments at the conference had us blended in a way that mixed us 
by experience and location.  My table group stretched from me as a neophyte to Zeni Fox, whose 
articles I read in my ministry classes.  I was able to hear stories of ministry in Utah, Wisconsin, 
Montana, New Jersey, Indiana and more. I learned about the education of seminarians through our 
impassioned discussions regarding training the men to work with lay ministers, particularly 
women.  I learned of the variety of bishops’ responses to the priest shortage and use of trained 
professional ministers. Each section of Co-Workers in the Vineyard of the Lord was reviewed by a 
prominent ministry professional before our discussion to assess its implementation successes and 
failures.  It was vital for NALM’s voice to be heard at the then upcoming meeting of bishops. 
 I was surprised to learn that religious women are considered lay people when it comes to 
parish ministry.  My diocese has so few religious women (many coming from Africa) that they are 
not viewed that way.  Several people gave reports of how deacons have been transitioning into 

paid parish positions rather than voluntary service assignments. (My home diocese doesn’t have a deaconate program.)  As each of us 
shared our insights into the strengths and weaknesses of the implementation of Co-Workers in the Vineyard, I came to see lay ecclesial 
ministry in a new light. 
 The tenuousness of parish ministry as a paid profession is pervasive.  A new pastor can leave the Pastoral Associate or DRE 
vulnerable and looking for a new job.  Sometimes, it seems that the new pastor would bring in his own team from a previous assignment.  
Someone asked a really good question:  New pastors don’t move in and replace a school principal, so why should the pastoral ministers be 
so disposable?  Similarly, with the emphasis on cost reduction some parishes have seen professionally trained ministers replaced with well-
meaning volunteers.  These conditions, though familiar to those attending the conference, were shocking to me.  I was left contemplating 
whether parish ministry is a safe profession. 
 No matter the employment situation, every person I met at the conference loved being in ministry.  
They radiated their passion for our Catholic faith and their work.  Though tired from long hours, a lack of paid 
retreat opportunities, and low wages, each person was dedicated to caring for their community, be it a parish, 
seminary, or diocesan office.  As the official note-taker I scribed their disappointments and frustrations yet I 
felt their collegiality and energy as faith-filled, spirit-filled individuals gathered as church.  

Evelyn Parker Brush ofs (Secular Franciscan), EdM ~ Director of Residential Community Life, 
Catholic Theological Union (student in Justice Ministry); Chicago IL 

The 2015 Conference 
A Ministry Formation Student’s 

Perspective 

Interested in the 2016 NALM Conference? 
Save the Date! June 1-4, 2016 in Albuquerque NM 
Watch the NALM website for more details! 


