
Engaging Aging 

How does a math teacher become a caregiver?  What does it mean to serve in that ca-

pacity within a religious community?  Reflecting on my role for the last 19 years with our 

sisters, I realize that my past has helped to prepare me.  From the example of my par-

ents who were caregivers for their parents, to visiting hospitals with my father; from help-

ing to care for my sister and mother at home, to the example of caring religious superi-

ors; from experiences as a Dean of Students living in a dorm, to serving as provincial 

councilor, working with our aging and infirm sisters, I was being formed in the skills of 

caregiving.  These are some of the guidelines that have helped me along the way. 

Each Sister is an Individual               

Try to get to know each Sister as a per-

son.  Learn about the life she led before 

illness or advanced age changed her, 

and share this information with the staff.  

In planning her care, do not presume the 

Sister lacks understanding.  Instead, 

keep her engaged in decisions to the 

extent she is able.  In order to build trust-

ing relationships, I visit the Sisters fre-

quently, often sharing meals with them.  

Being present for the little things pre-

pares the way for bigger decisions to 

come. 

Building Community  Help create a sense of community and keep the Sisters informed 

about each other without ñworryingò them.  Celebrate events to keep them involved in 

the life of the broader community.  The caregiver must see all as equals among equals, 

including those who are difficult to engage or unable to verbalize. 

Considerations of Self  A caregiver needs to be flexible in her own life.  She will have 

to juggle demands of the role with her personal life.  In the face of unending ministerial 

needs, it can be hard to accept the fact that she can neither be there for the Sisters 

every time, nor solve every problem.  Keep learning and stay informed on health issues 

to better understand the responsibilities of a health agent. Cultivate supportive friend-

ships that foster an understanding of the demands of the ministry.  Be gentle with your-

self and you will be gentle with others.                             (Continued on page 2) 
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Reflections on Caregiving       (Continued from page 1)                             

Interactions with Staff  Get to know the physicians and help them understand the Commu-

nityôs philosophy of care.  Know your staff.  Respect, appreciate, and communicate with them.  

Enable them to take moments for renewal, even if only to close the door for a few minutes.  

Share your responsibilities evenly and youôll last longer in ministry 

Blessings  The caregiver role is demanding and challenging but it also has boundless bless-

ings.  I have received valuable lessons on aging by sharing the lives of my Sisters.  I am bet-

ter able to define what is really important in life.  A little wiser about letting go, I find myself 

with friends here and in heaven whose intercession I call on daily.                                                Sr. Bernice Feilinger                                                   

Sister Bernice is the Local Leader of Maria Health Care Center, Baltimore, MD  
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Prayer of the Caregiver    by Sister Denise Callaghan, SSND  

                   She never asks me to cure heré 

   Only to care. 

    She needs to know that I understand 

 And can sense something of her pain. 

    She simply needs me there where she can feel my hand in hers 

 And lean against my strength.  

    She is not alone and that is a marvelous consolation 

   When illness comes and the compassion felt is real. 

    Love has held us for so many years 

   And love bonds us still. 

                 Jesus, dear healer, be my strength ,  

   my wisdom, my peaceé 

                 Help me to do all that I can do  

   And then to let go. 

                 Teach me to live with the questions 

   That have no answers, 

                 The needs that have no end. 

                 Help me to give, knowing that always,  

   I receive. 

This prayer was presented to Sr. Bernice by Sr. Denise Callaghan, SSND,                    

who passed away in 2006.  



The Vocation of Caregiving  
  by Sister M. Peter Lillian DiMaria, O. Carm.,  
  Director, Avila Institute of Gerontology, Inc.  

As I have an opportunity to travel throughout the country, I am privileged to meet so 

many people dedicated to the elders of our society.  I think each of us can take much 

pride in the many ways we continue to serve our elders.  I have seen some wonderful inno-

vative programs that are truly person centered.  Many programs enhance the strengths and 

the uniqueness of each human being.  I find the time I travel allows me to reflect on so 

many blessings the Lord provides daily.  I have a chance to really listen to His words through so many people. 

On one of my recent travels, I had the opportunity to meet a gentleman in an airport who had a knapsack tucked neatly 

in his wheelchair.  This older gentleman spoke to me about many of his escapades as a young man.  As he was speak-

ing to me, he became distracted and for a brief moment showed a little panic because he was unable to find his knap-

sack readily.  As soon as he found it, he smiled and said, ñThis knapsack contains who I am, I have lots of cards and 

pictures.ò  I stated that I was sure each one of those cards and pictures had many stories and memories.  He agreed and 

I asked him to share some of them with me.   

As he spoke, he relayed that he was returning home from ñburying his brother.ò His eyes filled up a little but as I asked 

him to share his memories he began to change his expression.  He conveyed stories about each card.  The time passed 

swiftly as I listened to his stories.  After a while, he said he was grateful that he had the time to speak with me.  I told him 

I would pray for him and thanked him for the opportunity to fill in a void as I waited for our plane to depart. 

As I reflected on our time together, I began to think about the many residents we serve and the many stories each of 

them carries deep within the knapsack of their soul ï especially our residents who have memory impairment. How often 

we find that a picture, a ñcard,ò a sweater or some other object evokes conversation for one who has memory impair-

ment. I thought about how important it is for us to be present to another person ï a presence that validates the person 

and accepts the person for all they are and have yet to become. 

We, the caregivers, have a very important vocation.  We are the connection for many people because we can continue 

to tell their stories when they no longer can. I thought about this gentleman ï he shared much about himself during those 

30 minutes. I thought if he were dealt a disease that caused memory impairment would someone be able to help him re-

connect to his very soul?  Who would relay his stories about each of those cards and pictures back to him?  Who would 

provide him with that connectedness that still allows him to understand his purpose?  

Our caregiving is a beautiful vocation for so many and it should never be overshadowed by the demands we experience. 

Our ministry can be a challenging puzzle.  My hope is that we never see any challenge as an obstacle, but rather as a 

stepping-stone. My prayer is we continue to confront challenges with courage, rather than fear, because in doing so, we 

will find the pieces to the puzzle that provide a unique picture that the Lord has called each of us to serve.  
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The Avila Institute of Gerontology is the education arm of the 

Carmelite Sisters for the Aged and Infirm.  It is a not for profit 

organization providing high quality, affordable educational pro-

grams on Gerontology.  The Institute provides regional semi-

nars throughout the United States and Ireland bringing expert 

speakers to present self-improvement, innovative programs, 

and the latest studies in the geriatric field.  Each program is 

designed to meet the specific needs of the organizations they 

serve.  For more information contact:www.avilainstitute.org 

 



It is more blessed to give than to receive .  When did 

you first hear that?  Perhaps as a child at your motherôs 

knee.  Perhaps from a teacher in elementary school.  

Whatever the circumstances, you probably learned this 

lesson at a very early age. 

Care-givers, the focus of this issue of Engaging Aging, 

surely are living examples of giving.  They serve tirelessly 

without counting the cost, often on call 24-7.  Whether 

these care-givers are lay staff or community members 

providing for the needs of their own sisters or brothers, 

their presence and concern are vital to the well-being of 

the frail elderly. 

Though they are selfless in their giving, the greatest 

among care-givers know that they also need to receive.   

They need to receive not only to replenish their own spirit, 

but also to respect the dignity of those for whom they 

care.     

Wendy Lustbader, in her book, 

Counting on KindnessðThe Dilem-

mas of Dependency, says, 

ñFrail people are generally de-

nied chances to give some-

thing back to their helpers or 

to their communities.  Their offers are refused 

with statements like, ñYou donôt have to do that.  

Weôll take care of everything.ò  Helpers mean 

well, without realizing how urgently people in 

their care crave a tangible counterbalance to 

their dependency.ò 

We salute all of you who serve both as care-givers and 

care-receivers.   Your ability to enter in a mutual relation-

ship of giving and receiving is the greatest gift of all.  May 

you be blessed in abundance. 
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Giving and Receiving  
by Sister Janice Bader, CPPS, Executive Director  

Resources and Reflections Re: Caregiving  

Finding and Keeping Direct Care Staff: Employer of Choice Strategy Guide for Long -Term Care and Home Care 

Providers.  This booklet is  available on website for the Catholic Health Association of the United States @ http://

www.chausa.org/resources/  

124 Prayers for Caregivers , by Joan Guntzelman.  Ligouri Press, 2003.   This small paperback is a wonderful re-

source for prayer and reflection.  Each page contains a quotation from Scripture, a reflection                                                   

and prayer that speaks to the blessings and challenges of caregiving. 

Counting on Kindness, The Dilemmas of Dependency by Wendy Lustbader, New 

York, The Free Press, 1991. 

 Weblinks:  
 
Catholic Health Association:  Elder and Continuing Care                                                                                            

http://www.chausa.org/Pub/MainNav/ourcommitments/ElderCare/  

National Network of Career Nursing Assistants                                                                                                                             

http://www.cna -network.org   

The Rosalynn Carter Institute for Care Giving                                                                                                                           

http://rci.gsw.edu/   


