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Addressing an Aged Generation: Preaching the 
Gospel in the Context of Demographic Change 

in Western Europe
Helge Stadelmann

Zusammenfassung

Überlegungen zu christlichem Gottesdienst und Predigt 
werden der Tatsache Rechnung tragen müssen, dass die 
Menschen, welche die Kirche oder Gemeinde ansprechen 
will, von ganz unterschiedlichen Lebensgegebenheiten 
betroffen sind. Das bedeutet in unserer alternden 
Gesellschaft in Westeuropa, dass die praktische Theologie 
die zunehmende Zahl älterer Personen berücksichtigen 
muss, welche die christliche Botschaft ansprechen soll. 
Der vorliegende Artikel skizziert einige der Prozesse, die 

im fortgeschrittenen Lebensalter stattfinden, und erör-
tert, welche Bedeutung das Altern einer Gesellschaft für 
Kontext, Inhalt und Form einer Predigt hat. Er unterschei-
det zwischen jüngeren Senioren (65 bis 80 Jahre) und 
Senioren im hohen Alter (über 80 Jahre) und macht sich 
daran, eine „seniorengerechte“ Homiletik und Liturgie zu 
entwickeln. Der Autor schlägt unter anderem vor, integra-
tive Gottesdienste anzubieten, die Menschen aus unter-
schiedlichen Generationen ansprechen, ohne dass darüber 
die speziellen Bedürfnisse von Senioren vernachlässigt 
werden.

Résumé

La réflexion sur le culte chrétien et la prédication doit 
prendre en compte le fait que l’auditoire de l’Église souffre 
des diverses vulnérabilités de la vie. Dans nos sociétés 
d’Europe occidentale vieillissantes, cela signifie que la 
théologie pratique doit considérer les besoins du nombre 
croissant de personnes âgées auxquelles on doit commu-
niquer le message chrétien. L’auteur fait état de certaines 
évolutions qui interviennent alors que l’on avance en âge 

et réfléchit aux implications du vieillissement de la société 
pour le contexte, le contenu et la forme des prédications. 
Il distingue les seniors les plus jeunes (de 65 à 80 ans) des 
personnes de grand âge (à partir de 80 ans) et ébauche une 
conception de la pratique homilétique et liturgique adap-
tée aux seniors. Entre autres, il suggère de viser à faire des 
cultes qui intègrent les différentes générations en s’adap-
tant à celles-ci sans négliger les besoins des personnes 
âgées.

Summary 

Reflection on Christian worship and preaching will have 
to take into account the fact that the people whom the 
Church is addressing suffer from the varied vulnerabilities 
of life. In our aging Western European societies this means 
that Practical Theology will have to consider the growing 
number of elderly persons whom the Christian message 
has to address. This article mentions some of the develop-

ments that take place in later life and reflects on what the 
aging of society means for the context, content and form 
of the sermon. It distinguishes between younger seniors 
(65-80 years old) and people of high age (those over 80) 
and it begins to develop a ‘senior-sensitive’ homiletics and 
liturgy. Among other things, the author suggests holding 
integrative services which accommodate people of differ-
ent generations, without neglecting the needs of seniors.

1. Introduction
The demographic drift which is exhibited in the 
aging of contemporary society will pose a tremen-
dous challenge for conducting Christian worship 
services, and in particular for preaching, during the 
coming years. This challenge will require a partial 

reorientation of our present culture of Christian 
worship. In recent decades popular youth culture 
has reformed church worship in evangelical and 
charismatic ‘free’ churches, resulting in lengthy 
pop-music blocks of ‘Praise and Worship’ which 
are usually ‘performed’ to a standing audience, as 
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well as ‘messages’ delivered in postmodern jargon 
that address practical issues of the younger crowd. 
The fact that there will be a growing number of 
seniors within Christian circles requires a serious 
discussion of liturgical forms as well as aspects of 
material and formal homiletics if the Church is not 
to neglect their needs and interests. The present 
essay focuses on the challenges and opportunities 
that result from the demographic changes which 
are now evident. It casts light on the options avail-
able for sermon preparation and delivery within 
the context of multi-generational church worship.

2. The fragility of life as a topic for liturgy 
and sermon

Human suffering and weakness have not always 
been prominent themes in Christian liturgy. It 
seems that praise and worship fit together more 
naturally than worship and lament. As Timothy 
Pierce puts it, the very place where people ‘ought 
to be able to bring their grief and struggles has 
become the one place where it is improper to 
show sadness’.1 Christian liturgy does not seem to 
be the right stage for the vulnerabilities of life. 

This situation is quite contrary to worship in 
biblical times. New Testament writings like the 
Epistles of James, 1 Peter and Hebrews, which 
were to be read in church, clearly speak of suf-
ferings and afflictions as Christian experiences. 
Old Testament worship without individual and 
communal lament can hardly be envisioned, as 
has been shown in-depth exegetically.2 But such 
studies on the topic of the manifold expressions 
of human suffering in divine service yet have to 
bear fruit in liturgical studies.3 Naming the reali-
ties of human weakness and vulnerability needs 
to become a regular part of Christian worship so 
that suffering people will experience that compas-
sionate attention is being paid to their actual life 
situation.4

In the traditional Christian liturgy, the locus 
classicus for the (mental) inclusion of all the plights 
plaguing people is the Kyrie eleison immediately 
before the Gloria. It offers participants a chance to 
take at least a short look on the darker side of their 
life and to bring it before God.5 Unfortunately, this 
moment of lament seems to be a rather short epi-
sode in the course of worship – even though it is 
supplemented by a prayer of intercession later in 
the liturgy.6 The place where burdened people can 
best be assured that their life situation is not over-
looked by the Christian Church is in the sermon as 

an integral part of worship,7 because the sermon 
is the most extensive part of the entire worship 
service.8 It provides the necessary room to reflect 
on the contextual realities of vulnerability under 
which the participants are suffering. Whenever 
the situation or the text calls for such specif-
ics, the sermon is the right place to give voice to 
these calamities. Suffering, of course, is not the 
sole theme of sermons, but relevant sermons are 
the natural place to cast woe in words, whenever 
the context gives cause for lament. The very fact 
that numerous biblical texts answer to contextual 
needs invites the praxis of making human vulner-
ability the subject matter of preaching whenever 
the opportunity arises.

3. Contextual needs and the Western 
European challenge of an aging society

In different contexts different needs arise. From 
continent to continent, country to country, and 
time to time the vulnerability of human existence 
will show a different face. Even in Europe mani-
fold difficulties like crime, poverty, exploitation, 
trafficking of human beings and injustice prevail. 
Compared with other parts of the world Western 
European countries allow most people to live 
in socially relatively comfortable situations. But 
against the backdrop of an affluent context, indi-
vidual experiences of setbacks and suffering may 
be felt even more severely. And even in prospering 
societies life is vulnerable and specific challenges 
exist. 

One challenge which needs to be addressed 
is the aging of the Western European societies 
with all the problems and chances this poses to 
the individual as well as to the public. Whereas 
in large parts of the world the population is still 
growing rapidly, birth rates are up and young 
people abound, the population in Europe will 
shrink at least until the middle of the century.9 In 
Germany, the country with the lowest birth rate 
in the European Union today, a process started 
about fifty years ago in which fewer children are 
being born than are needed to keep the population 
stable.10 This process is irreversible since invari-
ably fewer babies are born due to the fact that 
for the last four decades each parent generation 
is only one-third of the size of the previous gen-
eration. As a consequence, the German popula-
tion will be shrinking from 80.8 million in 2013 to 
between 67.6 and 73.1 million in 2060.11 Children 
and young people have been becoming rare spe-
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accompanies all life stages, but in old age specific 
burdens naturally will increase.19

4.1 The younger seniors
Especially in the third age different aspects of a 
senior’s life need to be distinguished. Potential 
vulnerabilities of younger seniors are:
1. Loss of significance. After leaving their profes-
sional position many older people now experi-
ence the lack of status which they enjoyed during 
their career. They suddenly feel treated as elderly, 
incompetent people, at times even being dis-
charged as unfit for real life.
2. Loss of signification. A retired person may ask: 
What am I there for? Do I still have anything to 
offer that is needed? What is my purpose in the 
years ahead? 
3. Loss of contacts. Young seniors may grow lonely. 
The daily contacts which they had whilst working 
are gone. Children are not there or have left home 
long ago. Moreover, many in Western European 
societies never had any children or grandchildren 
and are now missing them. And even if they have 
their kin, today’s small multi-local and busy fami-
lies of different generations (with perhaps one 
child per generation, dispersed over quite differ-
ent parts of the country or even the world) often 
lack personal contact, being linked only by elec-
tronic media. Loneliness emerges and the ques-
tion may arise: for whom have I accumulated all 
these material possessions during my ever busy 
professional career which left little room for pri-
vate life and personal offspring?

But there is also still the bright side of life. In the 
‘third age’ the younger seniors will normally be 
rather vital, enterprising and competent in view of 
their life experience and professional expertise.20 
Many will experience this new phase of life as a 
time of ‘late freedom’ which opens up opportuni-
ties to fulfil life-long dreams. If young seniors are 
in good health – as many are – they will most likely 
feel younger than they actually are. In polls sen-
iors on average declare that their felt age is some 
5.5 years younger than their chronological age – 
and those seniors who consider their health to be 
good or very good even feel 8 years younger than 
they actually are.21

Of today’s seniors 80% state the intention to 
use their late freedom mainly to support their 
children and grandchildren, while so far only 
34% think that seniors will also be ready to help 
others in need in society.22 On the other hand, if 

cies in the country.
Connected with this development, the aging 

of the German society has begun. Between now 
and 2030 the exceptionally large age-groups of 
the ‘baby boomers’ and ‘baby busters’, which 
were born in the years between 1950 and 1964, 
successively will reach retirement age. Due to 
the improved conditions in medicine, nutrition, 
hygiene and work, the prospects are also that they 
will grow much older than earlier generations. 
The life-expectancy of new-borns in Germany 
has increased by 63% during the last century. In 
1910-1911 new-born males had a life-expectancy 
of 47.4 years; by 2010 it was 77.5 years; and by 
the year 2060 the life-expectancy of males will 
average 87.7 years. Females in 1910-1911 had a 
life-expectancy of 50.7 years; by 2010 it was 82.6 
years; while by the year 2060 the life-expectancy 
of females will average 91.2 years.12 High and very 
high age will become normal – with consequences 
for health and social life which will need to be dis-
cussed. In the first half of the twenty-first century 
the percentage of people aged over 60 years will 
rise from 21.8% (17.9 million) to 40.9% (27.8 mil-
lion) of the total population. The quota of seniors 
over 80 years old will even triple by 2050 from 
3.7% (3.0 million) now to 14.7% (10 million).13 

In other European countries the numbers will 
obviously differ but the trends are likely to be sim-
ilar in many countries, even if the developments 
are slower. For Practical Theology it is a necessity 
to observe these developments in society in order 
to see what are the specific needs of the people 
and the resulting consequences for the Church.14

4. Life-situations and needs arising in an 
aging society

Different authors set the beginning of old age dif-
ferently: 40, 55, 60 and 65 years of age have been 
suggested.15 Considering the continuing improve-
ment of the health-situation and life-expectancy 
of seniors, it seems reasonable not to let old age 
begin before the official retirement age. It can be 
said that four ages characterise the human life 
span: the first age is that of childhood; the second 
age is that of employed adulthood; the third age 
begins with retirement around 65;16 and the fourth 
age begins about one-and-a-half decades later, 
around 80, whenever vitality, mobility and health 
start to diminish markedly.17 People in their third 
age are the ‘young seniors’; ‘seniors of high age’ 
are those living in their fourth age.18 Vulnerability 
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4. Finally, any aged persons have to cope with the 
inevitability of the loss of their own life. People may 
like it or not, but they have to rise to the challenge 
that their life is finite. This is the ultimate vulner-
ability of human existence.

Christian worship and preaching has to do jus-
tice to these different aspects of reality in older 
age. And Christian answers to those challenges 
have to be more differentiated than they used to 
be in the past, when churches one-sidedly tended 
to see seniors only from the perspective of their 
needs, deficits and losses, rather than in light of 
their potential.25

5. Aging as a challenge for Church, 
worship and preaching 

For the Protestant Church in Germany (EKD – 
Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland) the problem 
of aging is even more pressing than for the rest of 
German society. There are fewer church members 
in their middle age than in society, fewer young 
adults, and more people of higher age.26 The pros-
pects for German Protestantism are that by the 
year 2030 no less than 40% of church members 
will be beyond 60 years of age – a proportion 
which will only be reached in Germany as a whole 
some 30 years later.27 So the Church is challenged 
to concentrate on the needs of an increasingly 
numerous generation of seniors even earlier than 
others.

5.1 Reaching the aged by means of service and 
sermon

The fact that the church has disproportionately 
many members close to or beyond retirement 
age, does not automatically mean that it actually 
reaches them with its programmes. Even though 
55% of respondents who indicated in a poll that 
they attend church almost weekly are older than 
60,28 and even though the majority of churchgoers 
are females over 45 years old,29 the prospects are 
that the upcoming generations of seniors, which 
have grown up with only limited connections to 
the church, will not automatically grow religious 
in higher age.30 Without missionary enterprises 
the church is likely to lose the older generations 
of the future.

The challenge will be to reach people who are 
advanced in life by such means that they find their 
way to church. Practically this means making con-
tacts, making seniors feel welcome and developing 

young seniors find new challenges which match 
their needs for independence, social function and 
purpose, a growing number might take them up. 
There is an increasing body of literature regarding 
a great variety of examples of such civic engage-
ment by active men and women in their third 
age:23 Third-agers are active helping young people 
to successfully master school and enter profes-
sional life; they assist other older seniors, who 
are financially unable to hire professional assis-
tance, to cope with life; and in years ahead their 
dedicated input will be needed even more, when 
(around the middle of this century) 50% of the 
population in their employed adulthood will have 
to finance the other half of the nation, which will 
consist of 16% children and youth below 20 years 
of age and 34% of seniors and highly aged people. 
At that moment the double challenge will be to 
support the middle generation as well as the sen-
iors of high age. For without volunteer service no 
one will be able to finance the social costs of an 
aging society, while those in employment will have 
to pay such high social contributions that in most 
cases both the man and the woman in a household 
will have to work, putting them in need of support 
in case they also want (and need) to raise children. 
And not only society at large, but the Church will 
also need the input of vital and competent young 
seniors who act as volunteers in churches which 
will be smaller, poorer and staffed with far fewer 
full-time employees than today.24

4.2 People in the ‘fourth age’
In the ‘fourth age’ the situation of seniors will 
most likely change. The circles of life will seem 
to narrow down. Octogenarians often experience 
increasing vulnerability causing them weakness 
and suffering. These may include:
1. The gradual or sudden loss of health: the 
decrease of vitality and strength; or disability 
because of physical handicaps; or even disable-
ment due to mental degeneration. 
2. In consequence, seniors of high age may suffer a 
loss of autonomy: Their mobility abates. Gradually 
they become dependent on help from others, be it 
family or professional caretakers.
3. As years go by, seniors of high age successively 
suffer a loss of companions: lack of mobility and 
hardness of hearing impair social life; old friends 
and relatives die; the marriage partner (if any) 
also has to be relinquished. The higher the age, the 
rarer meaningful contacts normally are.
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time and energy for decades, laying it into 
the hands of others – and to be replaced 
and perhaps forgotten. Biblical wisdom 
knows about this problem of vanity (Eccl 
1:2-4, 9-10), but it also knows that with 
God nothing humans have done will be for-
gotten (Eccl 3:15). 

•	 Relevant preaching will portray young sen-
iors not just as old people in need of care, 
but as competent persons with resources of 
time, experience and the potential to help 
others.35 The biblical narratives abound 
with stories of seniors who seem to have 
entered their best years and to have started 
important tasks.

•	 In consequence, relevant preaching will 
instigate today’s vital young seniors to use 
their newly-won freedom to invest their 
potential wherever help is needed. There 
have been apparently contrasting theories 
about fulfilment in seniority: the ‘disen-
gagement theory’ (by Cumming and Henry) 
which argues that happiness in older age 
lies in being free of all duties and demands; 
and the ‘activity theory’ (by Havighurst 
and Albrecht) which holds that content-
ment can only be reached by being men-
tally, physically and socially active.36 In fact, 
these theories can be seen as complemen-
tary. To be free from certain things means 
to be free for other things. Relevant preach-
ing will emphasise this and motivate young 
seniors to invest their potential without 
overstressing themselves.

•	 Relevant preaching also will cast visions of 
how Christian programmes and projects 
for seniors might look in the future. Surely, 
there is nothing to criticise regarding a sen-
iors’ fellowship in church every fortnight 
offering coffee and cake after a friendly 
welcome by the pastor. In fact this might be 
a good opportunity for contacts and shar-
ing. But this is not sufficient for a seniors’ 
ministry in the years ahead. In an aging 
society with growing needs, vital young 
seniors with their competences and desires 
for purpose and meaning want to be moti-
vated and offered opportunities to engage 
themselves in projects which are limited in 
time and charitable in scope. For instance, 
to invest the competency of one’s former 
professional life in helping deprived young 
people to prepare for a job; or to offer time 

a variety of programmes to offer younger seniors 
meaningful opportunities to invest themselves, 
and to give older seniors opportunities to have 
their needs met. It also means that churches have 
to design integrative church services where dif-
ferent generations mingle, so that seniors are not 
isolated among themselves but are taken into the 
promising fellowship of worshippers which con-
sists of people of all ages, with music and liturgical 
forms which are acceptable to a broad variety of 
participants.31 This is vital for a generation which 
decades ago revolutionised popular culture and 
which will still feel young even in old age,32 but 
which at the same time is missing the laughter of 
children and grandchildren because there are so 
few around.33 Such integrative church services will 
need to be hospitable: places where seniors feel 
welcome and honoured and where their needs are 
cared for – even physical needs like comfortable 
seating, good sight, access to ear-phones and bar-
rier-free sanitary facilities. Hospitality for seniors 
might also mean the replacement of the last rows 
of pews in the sanctuary with a placid church café 
in order to meet the needs of the elderly for fel-
lowship and leisure. Integrative services will also 
contain sermons which address the needs and 
potential of the different participants, so that over 
time each single group will feel respected and the 
mutual understanding of all participants will grow.

By its programmes the Church can make an 
essential contribution to the general wellbeing of 
people in their third and fourth ages: the experi-
ence of good fellowship combined with meaningful 
tasks and the confidence and comfort of religious 
belief could be very effective in this respect. Peter 
Marti has demonstrated this convincingly in his 
qualitative research into older people.34

5.2 Sermons for young seniors: challenges to 
diaconal activities

Sermons offer an opportunity to speak to the life 
situation and needs of younger seniors. As people 
in their ‘third age’ between retirement and high 
age, they live in a delicate balance between late 
freedom, new opportunities and comparatively 
high vitality on the one side, and noticeable losses 
of significance, signification and contacts after the 
end of their professional life on the other side. 
Relevant preaching will understand this balance 
and cast it in appropriate words: 
•	 Relevant preaching will show understand-

ing of what it means to leave behind a life 
task which has consumed most of one´s 
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preaching in the context of diaconal deeds 
of love and justice.

5.3 Sermons for seniors of high age: messages 
of dignity, comfort and hope

Integrative services will also address the vul-
nerabilities which threaten seniors of high age. 
Within such services the sermon presents ample 
opportunities to meet the needs of seniors in their 
fourth age and to bring them messages of com-
fort and hope. As indicated above, people over 80 
years of age have to face the loss of health, loss of 
autonomy, loss of companions and finally the end 
of life. Christian preaching has to be relevant for 
an elderly generation which eventually faces these 
deprivations. Whether seniors of high age are still 
able to attend church and to participate in wor-
ship, whether they can listen from a distance, or 
whether the church will need to come to their 
home or sickbed by sending visitors who bring 
along a recording of the latest service and sermon, 
the elderly still will remain part of the community.
•	 Relevant preaching will empathetically 

voice understanding of what it means 
to experience the continually narrow-
ing circles of older life. In so doing it gives 
comfort, based on the awareness of the 
invariable truth of the biblical wisdom that 
at the end the evil days will come of which 
people will say, ‘I have no delight in them’ 
(Eccl 11:8–12:1), when eye-sight, mental 
outlook, bodily strength and eventually 
life as such will diminish, leaving the dire 
perspective that ‘the dust will return to the 
earth as it was’ (Eccl. 12:2-7a). Caring real-
ism will give people in this phase of life the 
assurance of being understood.

•	 Relevant preaching, moreover, will convey 
a message of hope. Biblical wisdom con-
firms the hope that ‘the Spirit will return to 
God who gave it!’ (Eccl 12:7b). Ever since 
the Easter morning apostolic preaching is 
even more a message of faith and hope (cf. 
1 Cor 15:20, 43-44). In consequence, rel-
evant preaching does not only speak about 
the assets which alleviate actual life (cf. 
Mt 16:26), but it communicates the gospel 
which culminates in the saving message of 
cross and resurrection43 as relevant for the 
actual life situation of seniors.

•	 In general, relevant preaching to people 
of high age starts from the conviction that 
religious faith will be an asset for coping.44 

to help mothers and fathers to care for their 
children for a few hours every week; or to 
spend part of an afternoon with old people 
who are suffering from dementia and to 
assist seniors of high age at specific times 
to cope with everyday life. In secular soci-
ety these opportunities for civic engage-
ment are increasingly gaining attention.37 
Relevant preaching which uses such exam-
ples of civic and diaconal engagement will 
motivate younger seniors to find purpose 
and meaningful contacts in altruistic pro-
jects pursued together with others for the 
benefit of people in need.

•	 Relevant preaching which acknowledges 
what men and women of a senior age are 
accomplishing will enhance the dignity of 
senior people in the eyes of younger people 
who are present in worship.38 They will 
start to see the potential and the compe-
tency of retired people more clearly, and at 
the same time catch a vision of the dignity 
and beauty of the diaconal engagement of 
individuals.

•	 Relevant preaching instigating selfless 
action will be part of the diaconal minis-
try of the Church in society by encouraging 
further social engagement and active citi-
zenship.39 It will also serve to explain the 
motivation behind our Christian diaconal 
engagement. It may be true that caring for 
people in need is not exclusively a Christian 
activity, but generally human.40 Still, 
throughout the history of diaconal service 
Christian values have truly enhanced the 
social engagement for people in need.41 
Christian anthropological convictions 
like human dignity, the value of each indi-
vidual no matter how old or able, as well 
as Christian motives like altruistic love 
and impartial justice have often resulted 
in an attitude of care for people in need, 
no matter who they are. But since social 
action in itself will always remain ambigu-
ous concerning its motivation and purpose, 
diaconal ministries need to be accompa-
nied by the church’s kerygmatic ministry.42 
Preaching, in turn, will promote Christian 
values which lead to unselfish acts of love 
and justice, which testify to a God who 
cares in the midst of an all-to-often inhu-
mane society. So, motivation, identification 
and witness are the essential aspects of 
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is to be honoured49 but it does not conceal 
the burdens and limitations of high age.50 
No wonder that it contains laments and 
prayers which ask God for his support in 
years of old age and which are answered 
by God’s promises.51 At the same time these 
prayers are matched by texts which empha-
sise practical care for those in need.52 

•	 Senior homiletics, too, will be sensitive 
regarding the question of how any given 
text might relate to the multifaceted reali-
ties of the older generation, how it might be 
read (and felt) by them, and what it might 
mean to the different groups of younger and 
older seniors. Seniors attending worship 
services have to be reflected consciously 
in the preparation of homily and liturgy: 
What does this text mean for younger sen-
iors? What about lonely or suffering indi-
viduals among the very elderly? How could 
this text encourage the mutual understand-
ing between different generations? Which 
songs would reinforce well the message of 
the sermon for seniors or for those in the 
middle of their life? 

•	 Furthermore, senior homiletics will spot 
the points of vulnerability for an older gen-
eration and become an advocate for their 
needs. It will reflect reality with a view to 
detect areas in which seniors can engage 
themselves and invest their strengths. 
Relevant sermons might address situations 
of injustice like a minimal pension in retire-
ment for women who have raised children 
and worked hard during their whole life. 
They too might open up horizons of help 
that vital young seniors can offer to others 
in need of them, be they younger or older 
people. They also may motivate seniors of 
high age to share their life experience with 
a younger generation or to serve the Church 
and the world by praying for others.

•	 Senior homiletics, finally, has to reflect on 
formal issues which apply to sermons with 
older people in the audience.			 
First, a pastoral aspect has to be consid-
ered: Seniors are often lonely. Before they 
are ready to listen to the preacher, they 
might want to meet him.53 Being greeted 
personally on arrival, the opportunity to 
share some personal words, has a special 
significance for older attendants. Many of 
them have a lonely daily routine and some-

As several studies have shown, ‘religious 
coping’ is of significant help to master the 
life-tasks of old age.45 Questions concerning 
human dignity and the worth of the person 
beyond their productive efficiency, ques-
tions concerning getting along with weak-
ness, illness and loss, questions concerning 
the challenge to make peace with the imper-
fections of life and the need for forgive-
ness, and not least questions concerning 
the meaning of life and the basis of hope in 
view of decay and death – these all invite 
possible help of a spiritual nature. Learning 
to pray, finding a place within a loving reli-
gious community, experiencing edification 
through spiritual texts and songs, by means 
of religious symbols, religious reflection 
and pastoral counsel, as well as the grace 
of charity while serving others and being 
served in a caring community, all these 
things can be part of religious coping in 
the third and fourth ages of life.46 Relevant 
preaching of the Gospel invites women and 
men into the fellowship of faith and opens 
up access to such assets for coping. Thus 
Christian proclamation can offer help and 
hope to people of senior age.

5.4 ‘Senior-sensitive homiletics’ – preaching in 
an aging society

In the context of the aging societies of Western 
Europe the discipline of homiletics is challenged 
to think about homiletics for seniors, focusing on 
the special needs of a growing congregation of 
older people. At the levels of the so-called mate-
rial and formal homiletics a number of issues will 
have to be considered. They have to do with bib-
lical texts and their relevance, with reflection on 
the life-situation and the context of seniors, and 
with special requirements for those who preach to 
people of senior age.
•	 Senior homiletics, first of all, will have to 

be aware of the abundance of biblical texts 
which speak about old people and life-situ-
ations which are relevant to them.47 Many 
texts speak about the competence, wisdom 
and ability of people in advanced age, and 
the blessings they convey: Abraham, Moses, 
Joshua, Caleb, Samuel, Naomi or Simeon, 
as well as Hanna and John ‘the elder’ in 
the New Testament are examples which 
could and should be preached in an aging 
society.48 The Bible is clear that seniority 
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sensitive sermons take up the many encouraging 
texts of the Bible which speak into the situation of 
younger seniors and those of high age. In view of 
the challenges of our aging societies, homiletical 
training will have to pay special attention to train-
ing future pastors to speak slower, louder, more 
articulate and more clear-cut than they would to a 
younger audience. Senior-sensitive homiletics will 
be a major challenge for the next decades.
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