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to Elderly Daughters of Charity
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I was asked by Fr. Patrick J. Griffi n to speak on “Ministry with the 
Elderly Sisters”. The focus of the presentation is the way in which the 
Provincial Director carries out this ministry, especially with the elderly 
and sick Sisters of the Province. I was asked to refl ect on what Provin-
cial Directors need to know about relating to these Sisters; what would 
it be helpful for them; and how I approach this ministry?

I have tried to be faithful to what was asked of me, but I have also 
used some criteria from the Province of Madrid-Saint Vincent where  
I am Director.

1. Introduction

A human being is uniquely made in the image and likeness of God, 
with qualities that must constantly be developed, and a series of limita-
tions which are part of human nature. Aging affects us all. Diminishment 
and decline are inevitable with the passage of time.

The quality of our old age will depend, above all, on our ability to 
appreciate the meaning and value of this stage of life, as a human 
person and as a believer. Our fi nal years give us time to slowly review 
our lives so as to learn to live not only for doing – our activity, our 
work – but also for be-ing, for contemplation. The value of our lives is 
not only in our energy and endeavors, but also in our frailty and humil-
ity; it lies not only in external growth, but also in interior growth and 
deepening.

Daughters of Charity, who in Spain frequently live beyond 80, 
have certain needs which, although present throughout their lives, 
are felt more deeply and become more apparent in old age: need for 
security, need for affection and love, need to be valued and esteemed, 
need to continue to fi nd meaning in their lives, need for hope and need 
for God.

This fi nal stage of life has to be for us a time of salvation and 
abundant grace. God continues to accompany us: “Even to your old 
age I am he, even when you turn gray I will carry you. I have made, 
and I will bear; I will carry and will save” (Is 46:4).
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2. Presentation for sharing and dialogue

Pastoral care of a community of older Sisters should be creative and 
dynamic. It is an activity of the Province and of the Church, and it 
must include planning, implementation, refl ection and evaluation. 
This ministry has to be directed toward the spiritual deepening which 
is specifi c to that stage of life, in other words, a spirituality of the 
“rebirth” about which Jesus spoke to Nicodemus. We cannot allow 
ourselves to stagnate in our old age, but must be born again to a new 
life brimming over with hope: “What is born of the fl esh is fl esh and 
what is born of the Spirit is spirit” (Jn 3:6).

As a Council we must, together with the Sister Servant and domes-
tic council of the local community formed by the elderly Sisters, 
help each one as she meets Christ every day and rediscovers her 
baptismal consecration in the Company, to fi nd meaning in Jesus 
at this moment and in the future, even though she can no longer 
serve full-time.

As a Council, if we want the care that the elderly Sisters deserve, 
and which we desire to give them, to be holistic – both corporal and 
spiritual –, we must offer means that heighten awareness of the impor-
tance of attending to both the human and the spiritual dimensions of 
their lives. The charism of Saint Vincent, which has, from the begin-
ning, moved us to love both affectively and effectively, causes us to 
care for the Sisters in a way that fully respects them as persons, and 
which is offered in the Company’s spirit of simplicity, humility, char-
ity... trust, warmth and kindness. Ministering to a community of 
elderly Sisters cannot be limited to some liturgical celebrations or daily 
devotions and occasional prayer services. Rather, it should aim to 
help them rediscover their vocation and the love they had when 
they began.

The lay personnel and the Chaplain who minister in our retirement 
facilities, as well as Sisters who are physically well and mentally alert, 
bring strength, hope and the freshness of the Gospel to elderly Sisters, 
and also show them how to bear with diffi culties, sickness and loneli-
ness. They are present to the Sisters in this stage of life, and especially 
when Sisters are close to death, they help them to pass over into the 
loving arms of the Father.

In Sisters’ old age, when direct service is no longer possible (service 
that was sometimes erroneously identifi ed with “being” a Daughter of 
Charity), the newness and hope of the Gospel must be deeply felt and 
lived, in order that those years do not become a time of “enforced 
Christian resignation”. This is the reason we sometimes see a kind of 
despair arise when Sisters haven’t known how to face this stage of their 
lives, and haven’t felt supported through the transition from doing 
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to being. We must help each Sister to live this part of her journey with 
serenity and joy.

• The Pastoral Care Team – the Sister Servant, other Sisters of the 
retirement community, the chaplain or the pastor, and several lay vol-
unteers or staff – should oversee the quality of the liturgical and sac-
ramental celebrations through planning meetings and song practices. 
It is important to encourage the participation of as many Sisters as 
possible.

• Explore the signifi cance of the Liturgical Year and its different 
cycles:

– Pay particular attention to the Lent-Easter and Advent-Christmas 
seasons;

– Invite speakers and present programs suited to the Sisters’ ages, 
both in length and in terminology;

– Possibly hold communal celebrations of the sacraments of Pen-
ance and of the Anointing of the Sick during the most appropriate 
liturgical seasons;

– In addition to liturgical celebrations, plan a range of devotional 
prayers in which the Sisters can participate, such as the rosary, 
the advent wreath, prayers during the month of May...

• The publications of the Vincentian Family supply reading material 
which is a source of information, formation and prayer. In addition, 
Church documents, both diocesan and universal, should be made avail-
able to the Sisters. Everything the Pope writes related to the liturgical 
seasons, or, in increasing importance, his letters, exhortations or encyc-
licals, should have priority. These writings are usually lengthy and 
dense and, in using them with the Sisters, we should:

– Be sure that they are read clearly, slowly and for short periods;
– Adapt, summarize or prepare an outline of the material, including 

the writings of major superiors, if we think that this will help the 
older Sisters to absorb it;

– Try not to diminish the signifi cance or importance of the original 
material when we decide not to read the entire text, but adapt it 
out of sensitivity to aged persons’ attention span and capacity for 
assimilation.

• In the Provinces of Spain (known in the Company as the “Saint 
Catherine Group of Belonging”), a special effort has been made over 
the last three years to involve the elderly Sisters in all steps. Revitaliza-
tion and Reorganization process. These Sisters are made to feel like 
active participants in the process by means of simple and dynamic 
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presentations which defuse the anxiety that they can feel when faced 
with the unknown.

• Another task at this stage of life is to continue to daily discover 
the importance of human and Christian values in relationships in com-
munity, relationships which can have a particular character and inten-
sity in a retirement setting due to the near absence of “active 
service”.

– Each Sister’s uniqueness and dignity must be respected; the temp-
tation to treat them all the same must be avoided, and we should 
not fall into using approaches or having expectations suited for 
children;

– Allow for guidance or correction, done with sensitivity, in regard 
to certain ways of relating to others and to oneself (self-medica-
tion, personal hygiene, and respect for others’ vocational journeys 
which are different from one’s own);

– Make newspapers – in print or online –, short fi lms, and cultural 
outings which are brief, relaxing and broadening available to 
the Sisters insofar as their age and health (physical and mental) 
permit.

The Sister Servant ensures that everyone who takes care of the 
Sisters has been trained to accept the limitations that are part of old 
age (in Spain, the Sisters often reach 90, and some 100). She must be 
empathetic and a good listener. The Sister Servant should help to dis-
pel any doubts or negative attitudes about the human and Christian 
meaning of this stage of life, and should affi rm and support the Sisters’ 
long years of faith and service. She helps to create an atmosphere of 
warmth and closeness in the community. In the Madrid-Saint Vincent 
Province there are six local communities with more than forty elderly 
Sisters each; this means that a great deal of collaboration and creativ-
ity is needed to achieve these aims.

All communities of older Sisters should have a strong sense of 
belonging to the local parish and the opportunity to participate in 
its life. This linkage should be established even when neither the pastor 
nor one of his vicars is the regular Chaplain to the Sisters, as is usually 
the case. The bonds are created through presence, information-sharing 
and mutual collaboration. Daily Mass in the Sisters’ house should be 
open to all parishioners who wish to attend, and Sisters who are able 
to do so should participate in special celebrations at the parish church.

Along with the elderly Sisters we look for ways to express the Vin-
centian dimension of the life of their local community through par-
ticipating in charitable fund-raising, such as collecting cancelled stamps 
and holding bazaars where the handicrafts that the Sisters have done 
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over the course of a year are displayed. They invite family members, 
neighbors, parishioners and members of other religious congregations 
to attend, and the funds they raise both support and publicize the 
projects of the NGO of the Daughters of Charity and Vincentian con-
freres of the provinces of Spain (known by the acronym COVIDEAMVE 
in Spanish). They also take part in charitable campaigns sponsored by 
other groups in the Vincentian Family and by the Church in Spain, 
particularly two that support signifi cant efforts to relieve poverty: 
Manos Unidas and Cáritas.

Lastly, in function of our “pastoral service... of animation and accom-
paniment, collaborating with the Visitatrix and her Council to promote 
the Vincentian spirit” (Directory p. 9), we arrange for the annual retreat, 
“communal and Vincentian in character” (C 21d), for the Sisters who 
are unable to go elsewhere. The annual retreat is a signifi cant part of 
the spiritual animation of the Sisters. Our presence, either for the dura-
tion of the retreat or for part of it, depends on the collaboration of 
Vincentians and Daughters who are available and prepared for retreat 
ministry, and whom we fi nd in each province. I believe, however, that 
as Provincial Directors we should always be available to give the retreat 
when there is no one else who is able to do so. In the Spanish provinces 
the Sisters in the retirement facilities make an annual retreat of fi ve 
or six days.




