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Abstract 

Christian feminist theologians state that community, connection, and caring are the means by 

which women live their lives and through which women understand and express their faith. 

These theologians also claim that their theologies are based on women's expeniences. In this 

thesis I aský are the ideas of community, connection, and caring proposed by these theologians 

relevant to older women in Britain today? Are older women's experiences reflected in Christian 

feminist theologies? Should there be a separate theology of older women based on these 

concepts? I explore these questions first by considering ideas of community, connection, and 

caring put forward by feminists and Christian feminist theologians and then by comparing these 

ideas with the lived experiences of older women themselves. These experiences are gathered 
from the field of social gerontology as well as from new empirical research: senu-structured 

interviews with 40 churchgoing Methodist and Anglican women in York, aged 65 and over. 

Data analysis indicates that community, connection, and caring are important and desirable 

aspects of older women's lives, and that the family and the local church are significant sources 

of these entities and processes. In this respect, older women's experiences are reflected in 

Christian feminist theologies, although this appears to be more by default than by design. In 

addition, their experiences (for example, of being a newcomer to a church congregation or of 

working to maintain an identity as a carer in a society that views them as recipients of care only) 

are not universally positive, adding dissenting voices to the largely enthusiastic assertions of the 

theologians. Consequently, I propose a move towards a Christian feminist practical theology of 

older women-a theology based on older women's experiences of community, connection, and 

caring and calling for informed, committed praxis by the churches, suggestions for which are 

offered. Such a feminist theology would complement other developing theologies and 

spiritualities of older women. At the same time, it would be flexible and provisional, taking on 

board new developments and data as they arise-particularly as succeeding generations of 

women age-and intentionally incorporating them. 
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Chapter 1--Older Women in Britain Today: Introduction to the Social Context of the 

Thesis 

The hell of women is old age. 
-La Rochefoucauld 

A society that, in the way it is run, gives honour and respect to its older and 
more vulnerable members will be blessed. 

-The Right Reverend Mark Santer, Bishop of Birmingham' 

1.1 General introduction: the research topic and questions 
Community. Connection. Caring. These words are familiar and, for most of us, evocative. They 

are layered with personal understandings for both those who use them and those who encounter 

them. They are simple, everyday words used to express common experiences-and yet they are 

also charged with political meanings. Feminists and feminist theologians, in particular, have 

appropriated these words to express what they see as essential truths and aspirations, both for 

women and for all humanity. As people of various backgrounds, experiences, and persuasions 

struggle to make their voices heard and to reach their goals, our society must acknowledge that 

the days of universal agreement about community, connection, and caring (if those days indeed 

ever existed) are gone. This has important implications for all people, but in this thesis I will 

focus on one group in particular: older churchgoing women. 

In a globalised, mobile world where notions of community, connection, and caring are being re- 

considered and re-defined, people of all ages ought to be interested in how older women are 

negotiating these changes and adapting (or not) to new definitions-and creating definitions of 

their own. This is because in Britain and around the world, older women are the fastest growing 

demographic group in society, a group having not only various needs (as the social welfare 

debate about "care in the community" shows) but also having a range of desires, resources, and 

abilities. VVhile social structures will have much to respond to in coming decades, they will also 

have extensive potential to draw on, should western society choose to view older women as 

valuable members. 

In a country where church membership of the traditional denominations is now largely made up 

of older women (see below), Christians need to learn what these stalwarts expect of their 

churches, why church affiliation and attendance are still important to them, and what they are 

telling us about how "church" can be made relevant and meaningful to persons of all ages, 

especially in an increasingly multicultural and multiethnic-and some would say seculansed- 

society. How can society in general and Christian churches in particular , iew older women as a 

resource for their renewal, for the "good practice" of building community, maintaining 

' Santer (2001: 13). 
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connections, and enacting caring? It is critical that public and private organisations partner with 

older people, especially older women, to create the best society possible for all. 

In this thesis, I draw together these three key themes from feminism and feminist theoloi-, y- 

community, connection, and caring-with the experiences of older churchgoing women to 

address the following questions: What do Anglo-American Christian feminist theologians have 

to say about older women? Are the theologians' ideas of community, connection, and caring 

relevant to older churchgoing women in Britain today? What is distinctive about older women's 

experiences and insights of these processes? Do older women see continuity or discontinwty 

between their experiences of community, connection, and caring and their Christian faith? 

Finally, should there be a unique Christian feminist theology of older women, based on these 

three dimensions, and if so, what shape would it take? 

In the first two chapters of this thesis, I will introduce the research project from two 

perspectives. In this chapter, I will provide the social context of older women in Britain today, 

considering the statistical growth of older persons as a proportion of the population, ageism in 

various segments of society, and how these segments of society have responded to an awareness 

of their ageism. In particular, I will highlight the situation of older persons with respect to the 

institutional churches. Throughout the chapter, I will focus on older women. In Chapter 2,1 will 

present the critical tools by which I will later evaluate the empirical data of this project: ideas of 

community, connection, and caring as proposed by feminists and Christian feminist theologians. 

At the end of the chapter, I will present the structure of this thesis, the intent of which is to argue 

that there should be a separate Christian feminist practical theology of older women. Such a 

theology would, I propose, have the potential to shift our society from being a "hell" for older 

women to one that values them and is "blessed" in return. 

1.2 Why study older women? 
In this section, I will begin by discussing "old age" as a category, referring to statistics about 

older people in this country and worldwide. Then I will introduce the concept of ageism, 
followed by a look at how ageism functions in society in general, in the research conu-nunity, 

and in feminism and the women's movement. 

1.2.1 "Old age" as a category 
Current statiStiCS2 about older people in the UK show that in 1999,10.7 million people were of 

pensionable age (men 65 and over, women 60 and over), or 18 per cent of the total population. 

Of these, 6.9 million were women. Also, in Great Britain in 1998, around two-thirds of the 

population over 75 were women, and of these 59 per cent lived alone. The number of 

Source: Age Concern England (2000a, 2000b). 



pensionable-age persons in the UK (taking into account the change m women9s retirement age 
from 60 to 65) 'is projected to increase ... to 11.9 million in 2011, and will rise to 12.2 million by 

2021' (Age Concern England, 2000b). Within the York Unitary Authority, 3 in 1998 the portion 

of persons of pensionable age or over was 19.6 per cent, or slightly higher than that of the UK 

as a whole. The proportionate increase in numbers of older persons in Yorkshire in coming 
4 

years is expected to match national trends (Age Concern England, n. d.: 6). Worldwide, 

population experts are predicting a "granny and granddad boom" as people live longer and as 
birth-rates decline .5 TMs 'demographic time-bomb' (UNESCO, 1999) is viewed as a threat to 

younger people who will have to shoulder the economic burden of providing resources and 

services for their older fellow citizens. 6 It is also a threat to older people, who may suffer the 

effects of social breakdown, ageism, and even 'a kind of apartheid' (UNESCO, 1999). Already 

in Britain today, '[o]lder women are over twice as likely as men to live in poverty' (Ginn and 
7 Arber, 1999: 75) . 

Old age is not a monolithic category, however. There are generally recognised at least two and 

as many as four subgroups within old age, based on chronological age. Even within these 

subgroups, however, not everyone is the same because of differences in physical ability and 

health. Nevertheless, for ease of discussion we can consider the "young-old" (or Third Age) as 

being those who are active, socially involved, and largely independent in their post-retirement 
8 

years and the "old-old" (Fourth Age) as those who are less active and more frail and dependent. 

But, is there such a thing as "old age"? 

1.2.2 Ageism, awareness, and response 
Is there a difference between "old age" and "being older"? "Old age" implies that there is a 

specific point at which a person becomes old, and that tl-iis stage of life is readily distinguishable 

from other stages such as "infancy", "childhood", "adolescence", "youth", and "middle age". 

On the other hand, "being older" is a relative term, implying comparison and a degree of fluidity 

rather than certainty (Bytheway, 1995). In recent years, it has become preferable to use the latter 

3 Source: Matheson and Edwards (2000: 185). 
4 However, another statistic forecasts a growth in the numbers of older persons in the county which will 
surpass national trends: today, 45 per cent of the North Yorkshire population is aged 45 and over, 
compared to a national (English) average of just 18 per cent. (Source: 'N Yorks going grey', Yorkshire 
Evening Press, October 5,200 1. ) 
5 One set of statistics shows that '[w]orldwide, the number of persons aged 65 and over will have 
increased fourfold between 1955 and 2025, and their percentage of the total population will have doubled 
(from 5.3 per cent in 1965 to 10 per cent in 2025)' (UNESCO, 1999). The percentage is expected to be 
even higher in developed countries, by as much as 20 per cent (UNESCO, 1999). 
6A counterpoint to this view is offered by Phil Mullan in The Imaginary Time Bomb: If-hy an Ageing 
Population is not a Social Problem (book review by Vincent, 2000). See also Maynard (1999: 65). 
7 There are many reasons for this. A fuller discussion is available from many sources, including 
Glendinning and Millar (1987), Arber and Ginn (199 1), Ginn and Arber (1999), and Nlaynard (1999). 
8 The terms "young-old" and "old-old" were coined by Neugarten (P Brown, 1982: 19). Citation: 
Neugarten, B L, 1978, 'The rise of the young-old' in Gross, R_ Gross, B, and Seidman. S, eds, The New 
Old- Strugglingfor Decent Aging, Anchor Books, New York, 4749. 
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term, as "old" and "older" can mean different things to different people, and because "older" is 
used less pejoratively (and, surprisingly, less ambiguously) than "old" (Bytbeway, et al., 1989; 
Bytheway, 2000). 

Changes in society's expectations of older people mean that a woman's former role models for 
how to be "old" or "older" (e. g. her parents) are no longer relevant. For example, today older 

people are expected to be active and involved well into their retirement years. Many people are 

able to enjoy the benefits of older age, such as better health, increased longevity, concessionary 

rates for various services and entertainments, and more. Yet ageist stereotypes of older people 

as unproductive, frail, helpless, and unattractive persist, and no matter how vital a woman may 
feel and be, others may treat her as "old". And, this treatment not only comes from younger 

people but can also come from her peer group. Older people are often guilty of ageism 
themselves (M Andrews, 1999: 306). Even self-applied terms such as "chronologically gifted" 

and "recycled teenager", while intended to be humorous and positive, subtly reinforce the 

notion that "old" is not a good thing to be. 

Competing images of older age raise frustrations and concerns for everyone about how to 

respond. Older age is not a universal category, and it is rrýisleading as well as ageist to 

essentialise about people of a certain age-especially because they have lived long and dilvi-Se 

lives. As we shall see later in this thesis, 9 whether a woman considers herself or others to be 

"old" depends on many factors, including others' perceptions, societal messages, physical and 
health changes, social circumstances, and mental attitude. Rarely is "old age" linked to 

chronological age only, but rather reflects changes in needs, contributions, and self-image. 

Forty to fifty years ago, disengagement theory was widely accepted by gerontologists (Troll, 

1984). This theory, now largely discredited, proposed that as a person ages, there is a mutual 

withdrawal of involvement between society and that older person. 'O Current thinking supports 
"activity theory", which 'posits that there is nothing normal about doing less in old age and that 

it is good for people to replace one set of activities with another as they age, if some activities 
become too strenuous' (Maxwell, 1988: 89). " Subsequent studies have shown that most older 

people continue to be involved in life around them. However, they are often caught in a trap 

between two very different external expectations: a benign ageism that says they should "slow 

9 Chapter 4, subsection on 'identity'. 
'0 Cummings and Henry, the authors of the theory, held that disengagement N, ý-as a natural process that 
prepared a person for her death (Troll, 1984: 27-28, citing Cummings, E, and Henry, W, 196 1, GrolVing 
Old: The Process ofDisengagement, Basic Books, New York). 
11 Maxwell goes on to detail the history of activity theory, discussing how its Original meaning Of 
continuing socialization through the life cycle' (1988: 89) has been distorted by social welfare agencies 

and others. 



dowr4 sit back, and enjoy letting others carry the workload" and, at the same time, "keep busy, 

take care of yourself, and don't be a drain on social resources". 12 

Ageism continues to exist in society in general and within its various institutions. I will now 

attempt to defme ageism and to illustrate how it is manifested in society in general, in the 

research community, and in feminism and the women's movement. I will also sketch out how 

these groups have worked to acknowledge and to overcome their ageism. 

i. Society in general 
Ageism generally refers to prejudice or discrimination against or stereotyping of a person or 

persons because of their chronological age, and the term is almost universally applied to older 

rather than to younger people. 13 The stereotyping and prejudice may be based on a range of (not 

always accurate) ideas and the resulting discrimination may take many forms. For example, 

older people are typically viewed as 'passive recipients of welfare policy and provision ... and as 
indulging in private reminiscence and nostalgia' (Bray, 1991: 3) and as people 'for whom 

nothing significant happens any more' (Crampsey, 1999: 56). Ageism exists because old age 
itself is seen as 'synonymous with physical and mental deterioration' (Fennell, et al., 1988: 105), 

states which people of any age seek to avoid. The "five myths" of ageing, as enumerated by 

Maggie Kuhn, founder of the Grey Panthers movement in the US, are as follows: 'old age is a 
disease which no one adrnits to having; old age is mindless; old age is sexless; old age seeks to 

disengagefrom society; and old age is a personal and social disaster' (Tidmarsh, 1998: A5; 

author's emphasis). Here is one example of how ageism harms society: estimates of the cost to 

the British economy of workplace discrimination against older workers range from L 19 billion 

to E26 billion annually. 14 

Ageism incorporates the unspoken belief that older people are somehow different from "us" and 

that "we" (who are not "old") will never be like "them" (Hendricks and Hendricks, 1978). Even 

within our two categories of older age, there lurks the unspoken subtext that the "old-old" have 

a less meaningful existence than the "young-old": 

The danger of the idea of the Third Age ... is that the Fourth Age, when an 
ageing person's independence does indeed slip away, can be made to appear all 
the more dreadful. The elements which make the leisure and capacity of the 
Third Age so attractive are perceived as eventually fading leaving only, it 

12 This second expectation has resulted in an interesting new vaTiant on ageism: 'the possibility that older 
people can be decried not simply for being "old", but for failing to "be old positively.. (D Gibson, 
2000: 291). 
13 Bytheway challenges this definition, claiming that '[i]n the 1990s ... it is inadequate and arguably ageist 
itself' (1995: 115). A full discussion of ageism is beyond the scope of this thesis; I refer the interested 
reader to Bytheway (1995,2000). 
" 'Let's tackle this age-old problem: skills and experience have no sell-by date', TheAfirror, October 25, 
2001 (four-page supplement, no page number). 
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seems, a miserable period of unproductive dependence leading to death 
(Chester and Smith, 1996: 28). 

Along with sexism, ageism is a form of discrimination to which women in western patriarchal 

societies are subject. Indeed, there is a "double standard" in western society whereby older 

women are viewed and treated much more harshly than are older men, resulting in older women 
internalising negative, limiting messages about themselves (Sontag, 1978). Gee and Kimball 

clarify: 
In contemporary society, older women are devalued and powerless as a direct 
result of a wider society that oppresses all women, regardless of age, in the 
interests of preserving a male-dominated social order. The low status of older 
women represents an extension and intensification of the negative impact of 
sexist society, due to the added factors of age stigmatization and physical 
frailty (1987: 9-10). 

When used pejoratively, the phrase "granny boom", which we encountered above, highlights 

this double discrimination against older women. For this (and possibly other) reasons, 'old 

women remain one of society's most marginalized groups' (Ramsey and Blieszner, 2000: 42). 

This is true even though more and more older women are making their voices heard. As Jerrome 

notes, '[t]he expansive and powerful face of old age is unfamiliar and unrecorded, partly 
because it occurs in private... [and partly because] this new assertiveness is more typical of old 

women than old men' (1992: 198; emphasis mine). Because of the bias against women and older 

people in general, Jerrome says, older women's lives and experiences are largely ignored. 15 

In the past decade or so, the British government and various social institutions have begun to 

put the needs and desires of older people on their agendas. In 1997, the UK government set up 

the Better Government for Older People progranune, having as its stated aim "to improve 

public services for older people by better meeting their needs, listening to their views and 

encouraging and recognising their contribution" (Shreeve, 2001: 8). " The New Deal 50 Plus, 

launched in 2000, helps older people seeking employment, and the Age Positive Campaign is an 

employer-awareness initiative aiming to reduce prejudice. 17 In 2001, the Department of Health 

(2001) published the National Service Framework for Older People, 'which sets new national 

standards of care for all older people, whether they live at home, in residential care or are being 

cared for in hospital'. As I began this project, the United Nations designated 1999 as the 

International Year of Older Persons, with the intent to '[encompass ageing] in a broader 

15 A dissenting voice is Kathleen Woodward, who claims that '[o]lder women are making it [in 
contemporary culture], if we only know where to look' (1995: 90; emphasis mine). She may be right that 
there are increasing numbers of positive images of older women in our culture-such as consumer-ba3ed 
images in the media (Featherstone and Wernick, 1995b: I 0)-yet somehow we as a society still manage 
not to see them. This is indeed sexism and ageism combined. 
16 Some quarters have questioned whether initiatives such as this are genuine examples of the govemment 
taking action on the "issue" of older people, or whether they are merely rhetoric. As Shreeve himself 
says, 'it is too soon to gauge the impact or indeed real outcomes of the Govemment's commitment, 
(2001: 7). 



consideration of the experience of life as a whole' (G R Andrews, 1999: 6). In that year, Age 
Concern England facilitated the "Debate of the Age" (Hunt, 1999), a series of seven seminars 
held around the country. The aim of the series was 'to raise awareness of the ageing population 

and to ensure that national and regional policy developed [sic] in response' (Age Concern 

England, n. d.: 1). In addition, the 'Voices of Experience strand sought the views of older people' 
(Age Concern England, n. d.: 7). 

The increasing awareness of ageing as a matter of public interest is further reflected in the 

number of public, private, charitable, advocacy, and research organisations which focus on 

ageing and older people: Age Concern, the Centre for Policy on Ageing (CPA), Counsel and 
Care, the Christian Counsel on Ageing (CCOA), the British Society of Gerontology (BSG), 

Help the Aged, the Association of Retired and Persons Over 50 (ARP/050), the Centre for 

Research on Ageing and Gender (CRAG), and the University of the Third Age (U3A), 18 to 

name a few. Older people have regularly figured in literature and popular culture (albeit not in 
large numbers and often negatively), and today there are serious studies of age, ageing, and 

ageism in these fields (e. g. Featherstone and Wernick, 1995a; Hepworth, 2000), undertaken 

with a view towards increasing understanding and correcting prejudices. 19 Whether as a result of 

older persons being more vocal about their issues, because we are aware of more older people in 

our own lives, because of the activities of these organisations, or simply because we realise that 

we are all growing older at every moment (Jewell, 1999a), there is a greater awareness of older 

people and of ageism than ever before. 

Because the Christian churches will feature prominently in this thesis, I will consider their own 

ageism and response to that ageism in detail further on in this chapter. 

ii. The research connnunily 
There is a dispute about the amount of gendered research in gerontology and of older age 

research in feminism. While some say that there is little attention given to issues such as the 

combined effect of ageism and sexism (Ginn and Arber, 1998), others argue the opposite (e. g. 

Garner, 1999). 20 In fact, it is no longer true, as it was 15-20 years ago, that feminism neglects 

older women's issues and that gerontology neglects to study women. The number of 

publications in the LTK and internationally in the past decade or so supports this (Arber, 2000; D 

17 Source: 'Let's tackle this age-old problem', The Mirror, as above. 18 The idea of a University of the Third Age (U3A) originated in France in 1972 and came to the UK in 
1982, where there are now more than 400 local groups and a total membership of about 85,000. In the 
U3A, older persons organise and provide teaching and learning opportunities for each other. The goals are 
activity and pleasure, rather than formal qualifications (Third Age Trust, 200 1). 
19 See Blaikie (1999) for information about the cultural phenomena of ageing, and the Fall 2001 issue of 
Generations (vol. 25, no. 3-thejournal of the American Society on Aging), "Images ofAging in Niedia 
and Marketing". 
20 It may be safe to say that the levels of both are increasing, but that much remains to be done. 
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Gibson, 2000). There is a growth in academic i ournals about ageing in both the US and the UK, 

journals that study every aspect-medical, psychological, social, etc. -of growing older. 21 

There is even the emergence of the new field of literary gerontology, wherein those interested in 
literature and literary criticism draw on gerontological resources to analyse texts (Hepworth, 

2000: 4). There is the danger, however, of reinforcing ageism when I, as a mid-life researcher, 

choose to study "older" women. That danger is ever present in the tendency to think in terms- 
however well intentioned-of "them", as in "these women that I am not (yet) one of' 
(Bytheway, 1995: 97-98). The key word in that phrase is "yet". WUle I may not today be a 

member of the population I am studying, there is a very good chance that I will one day be 

included. 

iii. Feminists and the women's movement 
In its early stages, second-wave feminism was open to charges of ageism (e. g. Macdonald and 
Rich, 1984; Macdonald, 1986). The issues of older women were not on the feminist agenda and 

older women themselves were not the face of the women's movement. Latterly, as leading 

feminists began to age into their 50s and 60s, this started to change (e. g. Greer, 1992; Friedan, 

1993; Steinem, 1996 22) 
, and feminists began to confront seriously their own ageist attitudes and 

practices. In the UK, the Older Feminists Network was formed in 1982 (Peace, 1986), and texts 

on the subject of older women in Britain began to appear about this time. 23 In the past decade, 

the pace has quickened and there has been considerable interest in older women within 
feminism, and, in turn, feminist theory and methodology have had an impact on gerontology 
(Garner, 1999; Ray, 1999). 

1.3 Ageism, awareness, and response among Christian churches in Britain 

Judeo-Christian teaching holds up older people and enjoins younger members of society to 

honourthem. 24 Further, Jesus' bias towards the poor and other marginalised and silenced 

persons (Haight, 1999), as well as his charging his followers to do likewise, give the church an 

imperative to counter ageism by listening to and empowering older people . 
25 There is a 

traditional view that 'the church accords the old status as principal actors. They are not 

peripheral, nor tourists or spectators, but crucially involved in helping to promote the interests 

21 Two examples are Ageing and Society (UK) and the Journal of Women and Aging (US). 
22 Steinem's article was first published in 1984. 
23 For example, Harrison (1983), Lesnoff-Caravaglia (1984), Hemmings (1985), Phillipson and Walker 
(1986), Ford and Sinclair (1987), Allen (1988), Arber and Ginn (1991), and Bernard and Meade (1993). 
24 'Honour your father and your mother, so that your days may be long in the land that the Lord your God 
is giving you' (Exodus 20: 12). [NB: All scripture citations and quotations are from the New Revised 
Standard Version of the bible. ] 
25 See texts aboutjusticefor thepoor. Matthew 25: 3146, Luke 6: 17-26; justice for women: Mark 14: 3-9, 
Luke 10: 3842, John 4: 5-26, Galatians 3: 28; andjusticefor the "other": Matthew 25: 31-46, Luke 10: 25- 
37, John 4: 5-26, Acts 10: 44-11: 18. See also the parables of the Good Shepherd (Luke 15: 1-7) and the 
Prodigal Son (Luke 15: 11-32) for the message of rejoicing over the recovery of those ýN-ho were "lost". In 
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of the organisation' (Jerrome, 1992: 71 ). 26 Yet, while older people are involved in their 

churches, whether they indeed have 'status as principal actors' is less certain. 

Older people are a substantial (and growing) proportion of the churchgoing population. For 

example, the ageing of two key denominational church congregations can be seen in the 
following statistics. During the past twenty years, persons 65 and over have increased in 

proportion from 19 percent to 29 percent of all Anglican churchgoers and from 25 to 38 percent 

of Methodist churchgoers (Bruce, 2001: 196). Older women constitute a majority of the 

membership of many churches in western society (Davie and Vincent, 1998; Walter and Davie, 

1998), including the UK. Even so, we must ask, is there ageism in the churches and are older 

women especially affected? 

1.3.1 Ageism 

Despite the scriptural injunctions and examples cited, ageism exists in structures and attitudes In 
Christian churches in Britain today (Church of England General Synod Board for Social 

Responsibility, 1990a; Webber, 1990; Bray, 1991; John Williams, 1992). Two common and 

prevalent examples will suffice. First, church leaders are vocal about the need to attract young 

people to the faith in order to guarantee the Church's future. Yet, quite rightly, '[o]lder people 
have just as much right to be thought of as the Church of the future. They are preparing for the 

world to come' (Santer, 2001: 14). There is a corresponding silence when it comes to 

encouraging older people to join because to do so would 'give an undesirable and negative 
image' to the Church (Pulling, 1987: 79). Second, there is a tendency for many clergy (and some 

churchgoers-including older people themselves) to apologise for the "disproportionately" large 
27 

numbers of older people in their congregations. These and other experiences support the 

statement that 'rather more often [than not] older people find themselves unaffirmed and to one 
degree or another marginalised in church communities' (Jewell, 2001: 3). In the case of the 

church, where expectations that members will be valued are perhaps higher than they would be 

in other communities, ageism might therefore be particularly devastating. A basic tenet of the 

Christian faith is overlooked: 'As we age we are not incorporated by the charity of younger 

members, but by our own standing in Christ are inextricably part of the whole' (Bray, 1991: 16). 

There is, therefore, nothing about ageing that can or should separate any member from the 

Christian community. 

all of these instances, followers of Christ are instructed to incorporate excluded persons into society and 
to ensure they receive justice and mercy. 
26 It is unclear from the text whether Jerrome is here re-iterating Unruh's views or expressing her own. 
(She cites Unruh, D, 1983, Invisible Lives, Sage, California, in the previous sentence. ) Later in her text, 
Jerrome notes the discrepancy between the "official" church position that 'age is not an organising 
principle or criterion for distinction in the church' and the unofficial prevalence of 'popular stereotypes 
and theories of ageing' (1992: 133). 
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Unfortunately, in dozens of small ways, this separation, this discrimination, happens to older 
Christians every day, perhaps most noticeably in corporate worship services. Here, older people 

often (though by no means always) have difficulty accepting new forms and words in worship 

and new hymns and songs (Webber, 1990; Bright, 1997), leading to annoyance, ftustration-or 

worse: 

Behind all this [change] is the inference that what happened and what was taught in 
the past is all wrong. It is not surprising that some older people are confused; others 
feel their faith threatened and react accordingly; and others feel they are unwanted 
and their experience of God worthless. Although many react with incredible 
maturity, some can only cope by clinging tightly to what is left of the past; others 
through experiencing this crisis of faith reject God; others just retreat into the 
background. The church as a result is the poorer (Webber, 1990: 25). 

Older members who can only attend services infrequently or not at all struggle with isolation, 

even with a sense of rejection by the church community. This decrease in participation is often 

the result of poor health, problems of mobility, lack of transportation, and the like (Moberg, 

1968; Ainlay, et al., 1992) rather than disinterest. As noted earlier, contemporary western 

society values activity, not inactivity. Therefore, the contributions of older people-many of 

whom tend to be less active or to be seen less frequently-are often overlooked, downplayed, or 

negated, even among their fellow Christians. 28 

1.3.2 Awareness and response 
Howse (1999) provides an overview of the last fifty years' evidence of British churches' 

response to the needs of older people. His view is that the Christian churches have been largely 

reactive rather than proactive: 'When they have taken up the situation of older people in various 

official and semi-official reports and surveys, more often than not it has been because of a need 

to reconsider the kind of practical response that is demanded from them' (1999: 30). Howse 

classifies this response into three periods of activity: the 1940s and 1950s, which focused on 

providing housing and companionship; the 1960s and 1970s, when churches joined with social 

welfare groups for 'community-building and neighbourhood care' (1999: 41); and, most 

recently, a period of emphasis on alleviating loneliness and meeting spiritual needs. 

Corporately, and in the past decade or so, the churches have begun to take on board older 

people's unique status (e. g. Church of England General Synod Board for Social Responsibility, 

27 Ruth Clarke, past moderator, United Reformed Church (1992-1993), and currently working 
internationally and ecumenically, mainly on social justice issues of importance to women; private 
correspondence. 
28 Ageism can work in reverse, however. Some older churchgoers may be more inclined to share their 
concerns with a vicar or minister of a simflar age than with someone considerably younger, whom they 
see as lacking experience (e. g. interviewee Nancy). This does not help younger clergy grow in 
understanding and appreciation of older persons. 
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1990a; Appleton, 1998) and to be more proactive. Strides are being made to address the 

churches' ageism and to tap the resources of older members. There is a movement away from 

stereotyping older people as persons with problems towards a more rounded view of older 

people as having gifts to offer. For example, some Christian churches have recently introduced 

special services to celebrate the gifts of old age and to honour the older women and men of their 

congregations, for instance at times of retirement from paid or voluntary work. As Ainlay, 

Singleton, and Swigert (1992) rightly point out, the churches need their older members as much 

as older members need their churches. At the level of the local church, for example, the 

contributions of older, retired people are relied on in order to keep the church running (Howse, 

1999: 14). 

As a result of the Church of England's 1990 report, Ageing, the General Synod of the Church 

carried the following motion that November: 

That this Synod: 
a. request each diocese, through its Board for Social Responsibility and other 
local agencies to give attention to this Report and to commend it to Church 
members and, in particular, to encourage parishes to use the study guide Happy 
Birthday Anyway !; 29 

b. recognise the enormous contribution made by older people in the life of the 
Church in its prayer, work and witness and urge the Church of England to 
consider how this can be further developed; 
c. encourage local churches to improve where possible the support they offer to 
those who care for frail and dependent people; 
d. call for wider debate on the part that elderly people play in society, and their 
particular needs, and for action to be taken by the public and voluntary sectors 
and by individuals; 
e. request the Board for Social Responsibility to make representations to UM 
Government to ensure better provision for and support of carers. 
(Church of England, 2000). 

Unfortunately, this verbal support is largely all that the Anglican Church has given: neither 

money, nor staff, nor other resources have been allocated to make things happen . 
30 For example, 

Johnson (2001) reports that only a few of the Anglican dioceses have (unpaid) Older Persons 
31 Officers, compared to many which have Youth Officers. A notable exception to this 

disappointing picture is the Faith in Elderly People, Leeds, Project, which was formed as a 

result of the Ageing report and which has done considerable work with older persons of various 

faiths and with persons with dementia. 

29 Church of England General Synod Board For Social Responsibility, 1990b. 
30 Raymond Clarke, former chair of Age Concern Greater London and chair of the group that produced 
Ageing for the Church of England Board of Social Responsibility; private correspondence. It should be 
noted that the Anglican Church is a devolved organisation, leaving it up to the various dioceses to set 
their own priorities and to determine how they will (or will not) carry out such motions as this one. 
(Thanks to David Skidmore, Board of Social Responsibility, Church of England, for this information. ) 
Howse (1999) adds a caveat that while pronouncements about older people at the corporate, institutional 
level of churches and denominations may have been few and far between, at the local level concern may 
be more readily expressed. 
" The Diocese of York has no such position at the time of writing. 
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The Methodist Church, in the past few years and with the support of the Sir Halley Stewart Age 
Awareness Project '32 has undertaken research projects (both quantitative and qualitative) on 
older people (Brierley, 2000, and Sanger, 1999, respectively). It has also produced a number of 
resources for older people themselves as well as for the churches to use alongside older people 
(e. g. Age Awareness Project, 1998; Jewell, 1998 and 2001). The ongoing neglect within clergY 
training of older people's concerns has recently been addressed by the Methodist Church's 

introduction of a training module for this group (Age Awareness Project, 1998). 33 And, in 1999, 

Methodist Homes for the Aged (MHA) established The Centre for the Spirituality of Ageing in 
Leeds. 

Other related projects and organisations have come into being. The Christian Council on Ageing 

(CCOA), an ecumenical charity, was formed in 1982, and the independent Leveson Centre for 

the Study of Ageing, Spirituality and Social Policy was launched in 2001 (see Appendix IV). 3' 

We have reviewed the institutional ageism within UK churches and read of some responses that 

have been made both denominationally and ecumenically. But, are older women particularly 
harmed by ageism in the churches? What are their experiences? 

1.3.3 Older churchgoing women 
Notwithstanding their numerical strength, older women are frequently invisible to their fellow 

congregants, the clergy, and church hierarchies. This benign neglect of older women's roles in 

and expectations of their local churches also exists among researchers, including fernmist 

researchers, who study church life. For example, a British study by Hubbert (199 1) revealed that 

churches had neglected the practical and spiritual contributions older women make. 35 We should 
be asking, among other things, why older women are loyal to traditional modes of religious 

observance, such as regular attendance at worship services, when the churches do so little, 

corporately or locally, to validate their experience and to affirm them as persons and as 

Christians. 36 Likewise, feminists have focused on scriptural bermeneutics, exceptional women 

in church history, and political issues such as women's ordination, rather than ordinary women 

in local congregations. 

32 The purpose of the Sir Halley Stewart Age Awareness Project (funded by the Cambridge-based Sir 
Halley Stewart Trust and now concluded) was 'to raise awareness of the spiritual needs of older people 
and encourage interest in the spirituality of ageing' (Jewell, 1999b: 7). 
33 However, this module does not take into account gender differences among older people, a need cited 
by Hubbert several years earlier (1991: 84). 
34 In 2002, the CCOA is celebrating its twentieth anniversary. Despite its (comparative IN') long existence, 
it 'has yet to develop into an influential body. It hasn't made a major impact. The sum of all their 
activities hasn't yet enabled them to achieve a deserved national recognition'. (Raymond Clarke, pnvate 
correspondence. ) 
35 1 will take a closer look at Hubbert in the next chapter. 
36 Thanks, to Linda Hogan for this observation. 
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Finally, much ageing research has focused on social policy and various gerontological (medical, 

psychological, and social) concerns. When religion or religious belief or practice is brought in, 
it is usually as one of several variables with a causal effect on older people's health and mental 
adjustment. For example, existing studies show a positive link between religious involvement 

(e. g. church attendance) and physical and psychological well being, particularly for older people 
(Ellison and Levin, 1998). 1 believe that religion-faith, spirituality, practice, and experience- 

can have a more central role in research into ageing. In 1987, for example, an American 

researcher noted that few studies had 'investigate[d] the place of the elderly in the church, and 

almost [none] look[ed] at the church as a part of the networks of the aged' (Huber, 1987: 59). 

(Huber undertook just such a project. ) 

A notable exception to this negative picture of older women in churches can be seen in Black- 

majority churches here and in the US. In Britain, in some cases, older women have particular 

authority and power: 

The Church Mother [a post for aged, loyal women] wields enormous influence 
over matters such as the maintenance of moral codes of dress and behaviour. 
She upholds the spiritual disciplines of prayer, fasting and spirit-filled worship. 
Church Mothers are well respected, often having the last word in official 
church business as well as in the personal matters of people they counsel 
(Foster, 1992: 65). 

A similar role exists for older women in Black-majority churches in the US: 

The wisdom and experience held by older women in the church [in the African- 
American community] brings a heightened sense of responsibility for providing 
guidance in troubling situations. Moreover, it affords them an elevated status 
among their peers ... sometimes formally recognized by a special title [such as] 
"mothers of the churcW' (Krause, et al., 2000: 527). 

Perhaps white-majority and mainline denominations could learn from this-and even develop 

rituals to acknowledge such women. 

In response to the question, "why study older women? ", which we have expanded to "why study 

older women in churches? ", there are two answers. First, there continues to be a need for 

information about older women's lives, particularly in view of the fact that older women are an 

increasingly significant part of the population. Second, there is very little known about older 

women in churches, despite their majority presence and many years of involvement. What little 

information we do have is mostly about older persons as a group and not distinguished by 

gender. 

Women who have lived seven or more decades should be able to draw compansons between 

past and present. They have seen how certain aspects of their lives have either carried through 



14 

unchanged or have altered over the life course. Many, though by no means all, have the desire 

and the capacity to reflect, to take advantage of hindsight, to draw conclusions about the 

structure of their lives. This information, if gathered and shared, can be helpful for clergy, 

carers, family, and fiiends of older women and can provide useful material for younger and 

middle-aged persons who will eventually face many of the same issues. 

As Brierley discovered, 'for a majority of the elderly population [there is] a considerable 

experience of churchgoing, and a broad knowledge of Christianity' (2000: 8). Indeed, for most 
37 

of their lives, it has been a de facto part of daily living. Whereas western society today tends to 

regard churchgoing as a religious or spiritual activity, for today's older women churchgoing 

always included a social aspect. Sunday schools, youth clubs, young wives groups, and ladies 

fellowships provided opportunities to meet with people when there were fewer options for 

young people and women of those generations to socialise outside the family. Churchgoing was 

thus a large part of life, and not restricted to Sundays. In fact, older people, in contrast to the 

population as a whole, are actually attending church in greater numbers now than in 1989 

(Brierley, 2000). And, as Davie notes, 'churchgoing has, quite clearly, a particular appeal 
for ... older women' (1994: 119). Does this appeal have anything to do with community, 

connection, and caring? 

1.4 Summary 

In this chapter, I have given an overview of the present situation of older women in British 

society in general and within the institutional church in particular. I have taken a look at what 

ageism is, how it ftinctions, and its particular severity for women. All of this has created a basis 

for undertaking a study of older churchgoing women in Britain today, with the expressed aim of 

being able to make practical recommendations to the churches for their own praxis. 

Now, I will consider the context of feminist theology and the three key themes of community, 

connection, and caring. 

" The concept of cohort differences will help us to understand why the women I studied for this research 
found church to be an important component of their lives. This concept will be explored in greater detail 
in Chapter 6, Methodologies and Methods. 
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Chapter 2-Feminist Theology: Introduction to the Critical Tools of the Thesis 

There is an urgent need for more study of the spiritual lives of elderly women, 
for further expansion of the relationship-oriented philosophy uncovered by my 
research. In a world which is becoming increasingly divisive, andvk, here people 
are rapidly becoming isolated from each other, not only by physical and 
material circumstances, but also by the perpetuation of models of human 
maturity which encourage individuality and autonomy at the expense of 
mutuality, the unique "elderly, womanly" approach to life 

... could provide a 
positive counter-balance. 
-Patricia Hubbert' 

2.1 Introduction 

Community, connection, and caring are areas where much exciting research and theonsing ha-ve 

been done in the past two decades, particularly within feminist scholarship and feminist 

theology. 2 The thinking that has emerged is grounded in understandings of the inter-dependence 

of all human life-indeed all life-on this planet, as well as a rejection of hierarcliical, 

competitive arrangements in favour of an ethical system based on mutuality, shared authority, 

and a celebration of diversity. In this reasoning, the individual does not lose her unique identity, 

rather, her identity is understood within the context of her various relationships. 

These three key themes and Christian feminist theologians' ideas about them will be explored in 

detail in Chapters 3,4, and 5. In this chapter, I will focus on developing an overview of 

Christian feminist theology and feminist spirituality and consider what place-if any-these 

fields accord older women. I will discuss what spiritualities and/or theologies of older people 

and older women are emerging, as well as indicate what opportunities exist for expanding our 

knowledge. I will introduce practical theology as a useful arena within which to bring together 

feminist theology and older women's lives. Finally, I will provide an overview of this project 

and an outline of the remaining chapters in the thesis. 

2.2 Feminist theology and feminist spirituality 

Feminist theology and feminist spirituality have common elements but are distinct areas of 

thought. Here, I will give an overview of each, as well as touch upon the issue of difference and 

diversity which is important to feminists. 

2.2.1 Christian feminist theology 

Feminism is a worldview that takes a critical stance against patriarchy and the dominant social 

structures that oppress women (and other subordinated persons) throughout the world (McBvan 

and Poole, 1990). The overall goals of feminism are (1) to raise awareness of and to correct p&,, t 

1 Hubbert (1991: 88). 
2 For example, see Gilligan (1982), Heyward (1982), Cady (1987), Friedman (1989), Grey (1989,1990, 
1991,1993,1999a, 1999b), Zappone (199 1), Jantzen (1992), Haney (1994), and Chodorow (1999). 
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and present wrongs and (2) to liberate women and other oppressed peoples (Serene Jones. 
3 2000). Feminism places a particular emphasis on women's experiences, malntaining that past 

actions of societies have neglected or deliberately suppressed women's lives and views. This 

emphasis on experience provides both a theoretical construct and a methodological approach 
within ferninism. 

Building on the work and ideas of feminists in general, feminist theologians 'claim women's 
experience and women's activity as valid theological resources' (Hogan, 1997: 84), valuing 
them above the 'overly rationalistic conceptualizations of traditional theologies' (U King, 
1994: 322). As within feminism in general, there is no one, universal feminist theology but 

rather a plurality of theologies (Fiorenza, 1995). The three major 'strands' within feminist 

theology may be labelled as reformist, womanist, and post-Christian (Hogan, 1997: 12). 
Refon-nist feminist theologians are 'in dialogue with the Jewish and Christian traditions', 

womanist theologians foreground 'the experiences and praxis of women of colour', and post- 
Christian thea/theologians4create 'new symbols, rituals and prayers and [re-appropriate] 

ancient, pre-Christian ones' (Hogan, 1997: 12-13). In each of these cases, feminist theologians 
have prioritised praxis over theory, an ordering also claimed by liberation theologians (Hogan, 

1997: 65). 5 

Also like liberation theology, feminist theology takes a political stance, advocating for particular 
(groups of) persons and particular political/social outcomes (Fiorenza, 1995; Hogan, 1997). 

Feminist theology challenges the Christian churches: 'feminist theology is first and foremost a 

critical comment on the sexist, exclusive character of theological reflection and church 
6 

practice'. In the last chapter, we saw how the churches are ageist; now, feminists add that they 

are sexist. This is why, in the early days of feminist theology, the primary focus of theologians 

was on getting more women into positions of authority and leadership (e. g. ordination in the 

Church of England), inclusive language and hermeneutics (e. g. including women in scripture 

and liturgy), and on recovering the stories of important women from church history. Feminist 

theology, then, should be both based on critical reflection on human actions (praxis) and be 

activist (liberation-oriented). A definition of praxis that I have found especially helpful and 

which also speaks to the Christian community is that offered by Willows and Swinton: 

3 It is actually more accurate to speak of feminisms (plural), as there are various forms of feminism--e. g. 
liberal, socialist, radical, and womanist (Campbell and Wasco, 2000y-each of which takes a different 
standpoint on questions such as what constitutes the category "woman" and what the goals of feminist 
activities should be. Sometimes these differences lead to 'antagonisms' (Maitland, 1992: 36). For a farther 
discussion of feminisms, I refer the interested reader to Beasley (1999) and Delmar (200 1). 
4 The term "thealogian" is often used to refer to 'those feminists who construe the deity in female terms' 
(Hogan, 1997: 10, f. n. 1). 
5 Feminist theology is often considered to be a form of liberation theology. For more background on 
liberation theology, see Smith (199 1). 
6 Linda Hogan, private e-mail correspondence, 20 December 2001. 
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[P]raxis denotes a form of action which is value-directed, value-laden and 
profoundly saturated with meaning. In short, praxis thus refers to a practical 
form of knowledge that generates actions through which the church community 
lives out its beliefs (2000a: 14). 

Christian feminist theology is not without its difficulties-theoretical, practical, and 
methodological-however. 

[O]ne must recognize the ambiguity of the Christian feminist position, at once 
advocating an understanding of knowledge which is reluctant to make claims 
for universally valid criteria and for objectivity, while critiquing much of 
patriarchal theory and providing a somewhat normative vision (Hogan, 
1997: 118). 

It is just this instability-and the attendant incompleteness-which makes Christian feminist 

theology an exciting discipline with which to engage. As Ursula King says, '[t]he emphasis is 

on "doing theology"; feminist theology is theology in the active mode; it is seeking, 

questioning, listening, encountering and responding to rather than passively handing down a 

systematically developed body of tradition' (1994: 323). ' According to Zappone, theology must 
do more than consult and reflect upon 'sacred texts, traditions, and contemporary experience', 
the areas most firequently addressed by theologians. Political and liberation theologies, she says, 
'insist that we attend to at least three other issues: (1) the purpose of theological reflection (what 

is it for? ); (2) the place of theology (where is it being done and who is doing V); and (3) the 

method of theology (what steps are involved? )' (1991: 4; author's emphasis). Here, we see the 

similarity with feminism; later in this chapter, we will see a similarity with practical theology, 

which is also 'in the active mode'. 

In this thesis, I will be engaging with ideas of feminist reformist theologians (whom I term 

Christian feminist theologians), because the ideas of community, connection, and caring which 

these theologians have proposed are most relevant to the experiences of the older women I have 

chosen to study. These theologians point to a core of Christianity at which there are 'great 

reservoirs of hope and large scriptural, historical and spiritual resources for empowering women 

to seek liberation and justice' (U King, 1999b: 113). 8 Two leading figures in Christian feminism 

are Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza, whose primary work has been in the area of feminist biblical 

hermeneutics (Hogan, 1997: 88), and Rosemary Radford Ruether, widely known for both her 

advocacy of "Women-Church"9 and of a right relationship with our natural environnient. 

7 Not all observers, however, recognise the existence of a distinct feminist methodology in theology (e. g. 
O'Neill, 1995: 740). 
8 Post-Christian feminists, on the other hand, believe that 'Christianity is irredeemably sexist and 
patriarchal' (Isherwood, 1996: 182). Key figures here are Carol Christ, Mary Daly, and Daphne 
Hampson-although Daly 'no longer wishes to be referred to as post-Christian' (Isherwood, 1996: 182). 
9 'Women-Church [is] a group of feminists who meet as an intentional community to strengthen and 
support each other, while remaining in dialogue NNith conventional Christianity but not accepting its 
liniits.... Women-Church sees itself as a developmental stage, eventually to be transcended bv a 
community of women and men liberated from patriarchy' (Gross, 1996: 207-208). 
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Important theologians with whom I will engage in this thesis are Kathleen Fischer, Mary Grey, 
Isabel Carter Heyward, Serene Jones, Dorothee S611e, and Katherine Zappone. 

These theologians (and other feminist scholars) have given much thought to the concepts of 
community, connection, and caring. In general, they argue that women live their lives and 

understand and express their faith through these entities and processes. The thinking that has 

emerged is grounded in understandings of the interdependence and interconnectedness of all 
human life-indeed all life-on this planet, as well as a rejection of the hierarchical, 

competitive arrangements associated with patriarchy in favour of an ethical system based on 

mutuality, connectedness, shared authority, and a celebration of diversity. In this reasoning, the 
individual does not disappear or lose her identity; rather, her unique identity is understood 

within the context of her various relationships. We are all members of various communities 
(familial, geographic, associational; some temporary, others perinarient; some given, others 

chosen) that affect us in various ways and which we affect in return. Most frequently, we 
interact with our communities through contact with other individual members and, if we are 
fortunate, develop relationships characterised by reciprocal caring and support. A sense of 

community and the expression of caring complete this understanding. We will see this develop 

throughout the next three chapters. 

2.2.2 Feminist spirituality 
Spirituality is a burgeoning area of interest for feminists, feminist theologians, and the general 

public. While it is not explicitly the subject of this thesis, nevertheless, it is important to see how 

it intersects with this project. "Ferninist theology" and "feminist spirituality" are not 
interchangeable terms, though there are areas of overlap. 'O 

Because so many different types of people are interested in "spirituality", it is difficult to pin 

down an all-encompassing definition or even a single definition that would satisfy the majority 

(Zinnbauer, et al., 1997: 562). 11 Spirituality can mean anything from a 'belief in God or a higher 

power' to 'mystical experiences [and] New Age beliefs and practices' (Zinnbauer, et al., 

1997: 561), and 'is increasingly characterized as "personal and subjective"' (563). One way that 

people try to understand "spirituality" is by distinguishing it from "religion" (e. g. Burkhardt, 

1989). Yet, this is not a clear-cut pathway either, for as Ursula King says, '[o]n the one hand the 

spiritual can be seen as wider than the religious; on the other hand it can be understood as the 

deepest and most central element of religion, or as something which is outside and beyond 

religion altogether' (1996: 219). 

10 Carr (1988) cautions that feminist spirituality is also not the same as women's spirituality. She claims 
that the former incorporates a feminist consciousness, while the latter exists dualistically with a male 
spirituality. Likewise, Spretnak (I 994b) states that female and Goddess spirituality are not the same thing. 
Hence, the understandable need to define terms clearly each time they are used. 
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Traditional Christian spirituality has been 'grounded in ascetic and monastic practices' 
(Waldron, 1996: 66), which separated it from the everyday, material world. In this dualistic 

view, spirituality became associated with men and earthly materiality with women. In contrast, 
ccontemporary revisioning of spirituality seeks holiness through wholeness and integration by 

reconnecting all forms of life' (U King, 1996: 219), including the spiritual and material aspects 

of ourselves (U King, 1999a). Rather than expressing itself in private or in the hidden practices 

of monks, spirituality is how Christians, individually and collectively, live their everyday lives 

(Carr, 1988: 201). This is a particularly feminist viewpoint, as it incorporates the feminist ideal 

of interrelatedness and therefore does not envision spirituality as an individual pursuit (Carr, 

1988). 12 Indeed, this view sees 'salvation as the overcoming of separation' (Waldron, 1996: 67). 

As with feminist theology, we must speak of multiple feminist spiritualities (Waldron, 1996). 

Along with Christian resources, feminist spiritualities make use of symbols and images from 

different world religions, as well as ancient and mythical ideas of the Goddess (U King, 1996) 

and extensive use of ritual (Gross, 1996). 13 

In writing about Goddess religion, Starhawk identifies its core principles as immanence (i. e. 

embodiment), interconnection, and community (1989: 10). 14 Setting aside the first of these for a 

moment, we can see that two of our three themes are important to the Goddess movement, 

which takes interconnection and community to exist not only among human beings but with 

every part of the earth-and indeed the cosmos (Starhawk, 1989: 10-11). The third of our 

themes, caring, is also significant to the Goddess movement. When Starhawk writes, 

'interconnection demands from us compassion' (1989: 11), she is not only speaking of feeling, 

such as empathy, but is actually issuing a call to act for justice. This is an important form of 

caring. Finally, to return to the idea of embodiment, this will come into play in Chapter 4 in the 

notion-raised by some feminist theologians (e. g. Heyward, S611e)-that God is called into 

being by the caring connections between persons, that God cannot exist without embodied 

human beings. Thus, there are strong links between many conceptions of spirituality and ideas 

of relationship, interdependence, and connectedness (Spretnak, 1994b; AS King, 1996). 15 This 

11 Burkhardt (1989) presents an exhaustive list of terms-and their meanings-in current usage. 
12 There is some disagreement about whether feminist spirituality is involved with 'self-development' or 
is 'community-oriented' (U King, 1996: 220)--or incorporates elements of both. A detailed discussion of 
feminist spirituality is beyond the bounds of this thesis, but interested readers may pursue it in Carr 
(1988), Plaskow and Christ (1989), Zappone (199 1), Ursula King (1993,1998a), Spretnak (I 994a), 
Waldron (1996), Ochs (1997), and Foltz (2000). 
13 Ritual is important to Christian feminists, too, as it establishes and reinforces community, 
connectedness, and the value of each (Zappone, 199 1). The reader can find out more about feminist nitual, 
and see examples, in Fischer (1995). 
" Primavesi explains that when referring to "the Goddess", spiritual feminists are using 'a shorthand terrn 
for a ... varied set of concepts', not merely substituting a female deity for a male one (i. e. God) (1996: 46). 
15 Also between spirituality and ecofeminism (Primavesi, 1996). We will touch on this in Chapter 4 
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is certainly true in Carr's (1988) discussion of Christian feminist spirituality as encompassing 
interdependence and autonomy. 

2.2.3 Difference and diversity 

A final caution about feminist theologies. Just as with early feminist theories that employed 
"women's experience" to draw their conclusions, there was a tendency among the early writings 

of feminist theologians to assume a universality about women's religious experiences. This is 

no longer the case, as the three main strands of reformist, womanist, and post-Christian show. 
However, there is the ever-present danger for feminists and feminist theologians alike of falling 

into this trap, where we assume that the experiences of some women can represent those of all 

women. For this reason, Hogan suggests a "'hermeneutic of difference"' (1997: 166) which 

recognises a 'commonality among women' (6 I)--a commonality that 'is not coterminous with 

sameness' (61). In this way, feminist theologians hope to promote certain ethics and values 

without making universalising claims for how things are or should be (Hogan, 1997). As with 
feminism in general, feminist theology recognises a multiplicity of perspectives based on 

experience (Hogan, 1997). 16 What is more, Grey comments that it is '[ojn the basis of 

connection [that] we value difference' (1993: 77; author's emphasis). Valuing difference, she 

says, often eludes us because 'our imagination is stultified through reductive models of 

conformity' (76; author's emphasis). 17 

This is a particularly apt consideration for this project, as older women are (or may be) not only 
different from younger and middle-aged women but also very different from each other. Indeed, 

'older people are the most diverse group in our population' (Keith, 1980: 196). Having lived 

long lives and collected different experiences along the way, older women may be one of the 

most internally diverse "groups" of women for feminist theology to consider and, possibly, 

incorporate. If this can be achieved-if 'the dangers of either universalism or unrestrained 

relativism' can be avoided (Hogan, 1997: 172)-then feminist theologians will be well on the 

way to creating the hoped-for 'cumulative understanding [of women's lives] rooted in our 

particular social and sexual histories' (Hogan, 1997: 61, citing Ruddick, 1989). The tension 

between a desire for cohesion between "ourselves" and "others" while maintaining a recognition 

of and commitment to diverse experiences is characteristic of feminist theology. Rather than 

"resolve" (i. e. gloss over) differences, feminist theologians strive to maintain the dynamism that 

such a tension brings about (Hogan, 1997). 18 This naturally leads us to ask, have older women's 

16 Nevertheless, feminist theology has been criticised for having a white, Western slant and for neglecting 
the input of Christians from non-Westem cultures and countries (Gross, 1996). 
17 As Wraight nghtly notes, '[o)ne of the greatest dangers of the sense of belonging is an expectation that 
everyone should conform' (2001b: 66). 
18 Biggar questions whether 'all instances of this "otherness" are equally valuable and deserve the same 
respect. What about the otherness of the fascist or the fundamentalist or the sexist' (1998: 27)? 
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experiences been "accumulated and analyzed" to create the desired cumulative understanding 
(Hogan, 1997: 61)? 

2.3 Feminist theology, feminist spirituality, and older women 
Now that we have a basic understanding of feminist theology and feminist spirituality, the next 
step is to ask what they have to say about older women. In this section, we will examine existing 
research and practice, consider developing theologies and spiritualities, and note key 
forerunners and opportunities in the specific area of older churchgoing women. 

2.3.1 Existing research and practice 
As we saw in the last chapter, despite older people in general and older women in particular 
having suffered the effects of oppression and marginalisation, feminism has not taken notice of 
nor championed their cause until very recently. The same can be said of Christian feminism and 
feminist theology. The spirituality and the religious beliefs, experiences, and needs of older 

people, let alone older women as their own group, have only recently been the subject of 
investigation (O'Brien, 1996; Bright, 1997). Walter and Davie note that sociologists of religion 

and Christian feminists alike have shown little interest in ordinary women's religious attitudes 

or their involvement in their churches: 
[flerninists 

... have been more concerned with why there are so few women in 
the chancel than with why there are so many in the pews. They have also been 
concerned to document in history the anti-women stance of Christianity, the 
pre-Christian spirituality of women, and the spirituality of hitherto ignored but 
highly gifted individuals, rather than document the ordinary religiosity of 
millions of churchgoing women (1998: 640). 

Is this another instance of ageism among feminist researchers/theologians, as many (if not most) 

of these pew-sitters, these "millions of churchgoing women", are older women? ' 9 O'Brien 

(1996) in particular notes a void with respect to older women's voices in the literature on 

women's spirituality. As we will see below, Ursula King (1999a) is among a minority of 
feminist researchers and theologians who include the voices of older women in developing their 

theologies and spiritualities. 

Without any hard evidence one way or the other, I nevertheless suspect that today's older 

women did not participate (either as theologians or as research subjects) in developing feminist 

theologies in the past three decades. The feminist theologians who wrote in that period represent 

a different generational cohort to the women who are over 65 today, and it was the concerns and 

experiences of the (then) younger women at the forefront of feminism and feminist theology 

that held sway and whose texts we now have in the Christian feminist "canon". None of the 

19 There are exceptions to this focus, however. Maitland (1983) writes of two autonomous Christian 
women's groups that have involved large numbers of "ordinary" women: the Episcopal Church Women 
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foundational Anglo-American writings in feminist theology, and particularly none that discuss 

community, connection, and caring at length, give any indication that older women's ideas and 
experiences were sought, critically interpreted, or included in the final text. Yet, it is older 
Christian women whose faith system is built on strong values of relationships with others and 
caring for more vulnerable members of society. 

Despite the growing realisation that they cannot 'speak for all women' (Gross, 1996: 50), that 't 
would be inappropriate for a privileged, white, Western, Northern woman to speak for an 
economically marginalised Eastern, Asian, or Southern woman, Anglo-American Christian 
feminist theologians-with some notable exceptions we will examine in a moment-still seem 
to believe that they can speak for all Anglo-American women, including older women. This 
does not seem to be an explicit decision or belief as much as a case of neglect-and another 
instance of the invisibility of older women, despite that fact that they are very much in our midst 
and we in theirs. Until the views and experiences of older women are seriously sought and 

studied, our feminist theologies remain incomplete. 20 If there is any overlap in views, then I 

suspect it is only a fortunate coincidence and not intentional. Which returns us to one of the key 

concerns in this thesis: What would a feminist theology of community, connection, and canng 
based on the experiences of older women have to say? Would such a theology differ fi7om those 

that are extant? 

More generally, why is a theology of ageing necessary or important? One reason, says Knutsen 

(referring to Saiving2'), is the need 'to affmn old age, sickness, and death as part of the journey 

into actuality' (1995: 474). When older people do appear in Christian teaching and theology, it is 

usually as the recipients of a Christian's good works rather than as actors. The few examples we 
have of notable older actors in the New Testament (e. g. Zechariah and Elizabeth, Simeon and 
Anna, the widow who pestered the unjust judge 22 ) are precursors, prophets, and parable 

23 
exemplars, rather than disciples of Jesus. A theology of ageing would place older persons 

squarely in the role of subject, not object. Fiorenza says that 'Christian feminism and fenumst 

theology reclaim the right and power to articulate our own theology' (1995: 7). Surely older 

of the USA and the Women's Guild of the Church of Scotland. Dowell and Hurcombe (1987) meanwhile 
discuss the Mothers' Union in the Anglican Church. 
20 1 find it interesting that Gross, who so rightly and eloquently takes femini t theologians to task for their 
limited (i. e. Western) perspectives (1996), does not mention age as an important "dynamic"-along with 
'class, race, culture, and sexual orientation' (1996: 53)-that needs to be considered. Granted, every last 
aspect of individuality cannot be listed every time a discussion of differences arises, but certainly age is 
something that affects all women, just as these others do. 
21 Saiving, V, 1988, 'Our bodies/our selves: reflections on sickness, aging, and death', Journal of 
Feminist Studies in Religion, 4,117-125. (Cited in Knutsen (1995: 48 1)). 
22 Respectively, Luke 1: 5-25 and 57-66; Luke 2: 22-38; and Luke 18: 1-8. 
23 We know that there were female disciples of Jesus (Spong, 2001: 136), but their ages are unknown. 
There are three possible reasons why we do not know of any older female disciples: (1) the ages of 
persons in the New Testament are not always given, therefore some of the women could be older: (2) not 
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women have this same right and authority: the right not to have others-including younger 
feminists--speak for them? 

Within feminist spirituality, some proponents, especially those who employ the symbol of the 
Goddess, have begun to recognise old age in women by creating "croneing" rituals that 

celebrate the wisdom of old women (Christ, 1992: 282; Gross, 1996: 212). There are other 

rituals, not specifically Christian- or Goddess-based, that recognise milestones in a woman's 
later life. 24 While this is a positive beginning, as yet I am unaware that these activities and 

ceremonies are widespread. 

2.3.2 A survey of developing theologies and spiritualities 
In the past decade, several authors have begun to address the question of the spirituality of older 

people (e. g. Rudd, 1988; Burton-Jones, 1990; Webber, 1990). In such studies, prayer is often 

cited as the particular duty of older Christians, although Webber (1990) acknowledges that if 

older people are thought capable only of praying that they will continue to be marginalised. 
Burton-Jones has identified five areas that are 'almost the exclusive preserve of the elderly': 

spiritual hindsight, reaching ultimate acceptance, using leisure time, relating to others, and 
dealing with death (1990: 108-112). Each of these areas involves a great deal of self-examination 

and self-awareness, and some are more individual while others tend to be more communal in 

nature. In particular, using leisure time-which she defines as finding one's new calling or 

vocation for service (I I 0)--and relating to others both require thinking about one's interactions 

with others and how those interactions can be fostered in changing circumstances. 

Let us turn to the work of several theologians who have concerned themselves with older 

people: Mary Knutsen, Martha Larsen, Drew Leder, Kathleen Fischer, and Ursula King. After a 

brief introduction of each theologian's work, I will indicate which ideas and issues I intend to 

follow up in this thesis. 

Working with a foundation of understandings and priorities from feminist scholarship (i. e. 

economic and social justice, women's identity through relatedness, and the importance of the 

body), Knutsen adds an important element for older women: the experience of time. She 

considers the situation of older women in contemporary US society, and discusses how the 

Christian concept of the trinity and ideas of eschatology can help us to build a community that 

includes and values the lives of older women. The resurrection event is significant because it 

sees the future as having glorious possibilities for all people, unlike society's generally gloomy 

many people lived to old age (by our 21 St-century standards); and (3) the stones of some older women 
disciples are lost to us. 
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view of older age as a time with only a limited-and increasingly unhappy-future. This in turn 
lends new understandings to one's past experiences and, potentially, sparks new action in the 

present. Finally, like many feminist theologians, Knutsen calls for the creation of public rituals 
to 'celebrate the reality and presence of the aging and elderly among us' (1995: 477). 

VvUle acknowledging her own position as a white, middle-class, younger woman, Larsen 

attempts to develop a theology of ageing that works to overcome these biases and that is 

'intentionally intergenerational' (1995: 249). She does this by picking up the important feminist 

issue of the body. Larsen claims that ageism is rooted in Western-societal sexual dualism that 
first separates the mind from the body and then values the former over the latter (as we saw 

above). It is also a society that says that older people, especially older women, are unattracti\, e. 
Therefore, 'a theology that challenges commonly held notions of aging must address this issue' 

of what constitutes beauty (1995: 243-244). Here is a feminist theologian acknowledging older 

women's unique contribution to this debate. Her emphasis on the valuing of the human body in 

all its forms incorporates a rejection of Western society's emphasis on youth and the consequent 
deriding of the physical signs of ageing. Larsen does not develop this finther (at least, not here), 

25 but rather challenges religious communities to act . 

Taking an entirely different approach, Leder (2000) proposes a "spiritual model of aging" which 

goes against the prevailing Western model. He says that instead of 'assum[ing] that the losses 

that attend age should be combatted wherever possible ... the spiritual model calls for embracing 

the "losses" of age [and] using them as modes of liberation' (Leder, 2000: 37; author's 

emphasis). Such a spirituality would value 'inward contemplation and service to others' 

(2000: 40), or in other words, the "spirit" over materialism and the community over self. I 

believe that this is not intended as a continuation of the dualism described above, but is instead a 

call to incorporate mind and body within the context of communal growth, rather than a 

transcendent spiritual journey undertaken by oneself to an individual salvation. 

Fischer, too, is primarily concerned with spiritual aspects of ageing. She states that a 

'spirituality of aging must begin ... with our very existence as older persons', grounded in 'the 

realities experienced in the aging process itself (1998: 13). This spirituality accounts not only 

for the losses of age but also for the individual nature of each person's experience and faith 

journey over the course of a lifetime. The goal of such a spirituality of ageing, says Fischer, 'is 

to convert the imaginations of both old and young to a new vision of the human' (199 8: 15). 

24 For example, 'A ritual for a sixty-year-old woman' (Ward and Wild, 1995b: 65-66), 'Ritual for moving 
from a home of many years' (Fischer, 1995: 138-139) and 'A ritual for passing on a legacy' (Fischer, 
1995: 169-170). 
25 The body is an area of extensive feminist theorising, and one which feminist theology has explored 
(e. g. Miles, 1989). Introducing the factor of age into this discussion of "body" is critical, and I hope 
Larsen and others continue to develop this. 
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Indeed, each of the theologians mentioned here is passionate about involving people of all ages 
in a mutual exploration of what it means to grow older-which we are all doing at every 
moment. 

Finally, King emphasises the importance for older persons of reflecting on the experiences of 
their lives and integrating them into those of other people. She calls this 'the work of 
beffiending our own souls and memories so as to find answers to some of our deeper longings' 
(I 999a: 152). She offers some practical steps for how older women might undertake this work, 
and, as many others do, suggests the use of 'new rituals, prayers and liturgies of thanksgiving 

26 
and celebration' (154). There are three particular and contemporary issues that older women 
face as they approach (overtly or otherwise) their own spirituality in later life: increased life 

expectancy, the prospect of living alone during these extra years, and (for some) the prospect of 
needing much physical care. King uses these issues to make the important link between the 
findings of social and medical gerontology and the subject of theology. She says that there are 

spiritual and theological concerns related to the gerontological issues (of longevity, living alone, 

and needing care) and needs older women have that go beyond the practical issues, which are 

also of great concern. 

King also notes that '[t]he spiritual needs of older women are as diverse as individual 

personalities and life histories are' (I 999a: 153). Is it even possible, then, to construct a single 

spirituality or theology of older women, when their experiences and their selves are so diverse? 

Do we risk universalising older women and silencing them in new ways? Tbýs returns us to the 

question of how feminist theologies address the question of difference and diversity more 

generally. Widening the perspective yet more, should there be a (single or multiple) unique 
feminist theology of older women? Or, should the experiences, praxis, and insights of older 

women contribute to a wider (and growing) "cumulative understanding" of feminist theologies? 

These theologians' ideas and emphases contribute pieces to the project of constructing a 

theology/spirituality of older people. They are a stimulus for further reflection. In particular, I 

will be following up the value of community well-being versus individualism, the symbolism of 

the trinity, and the realities of being older. I will be interweaving gerontological issues, such as 

the need for care, with theological issues such as the imperative to care. Throughout, I take the 

position that older women are (or should be) important members of the human community. 

In terms of a basic process for developing a theology, we see two examples above. Knutsen and 
Larsen utilise a top-down process. They begin with either theological or feminist constructs and 

26 It is also important to have rituals and prayers that mark times of sadness and loss in older age. Fischer 
(1995) includes some. 
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concerns, and then apply them to the situation of older women. This is perfectly reasonable, but 
I prefer Fischer's approach: to work from the bottom up, whereby the actual experiences and 
ideas of older women are used as the basis for constructing a theology. While both methods are 
appropriate and have their place-and serve as useful dialogue partners-I favour the bottom-up 

approach . 
2' This is the method pursued by the forerunners we will look at now. 

23.3 Forerunners and opportunities in this area 
In Britain, there is a dearth of research and writing on the connections between religion and 

ageing, compared to the USA (Howse, 1999). As noted in the last chapter, however, this is 

beginning to change. In addition to the church-sponsored projects mentioned in that chapter, 

social gerontologists are also beginning to consider certain religious and spiritual issues among 
29 the older people they study. In the past decade or so, the increased interest in older women 

(and all older persons), both within British churches and British feminist circles, means that at 

present there is a considerable groundswell of research and material being produced. The 

spirituality of older people and of older women in particular has generated interest. The balance, 

however, continues to be weighted towards the US. Here, I will highlight three research projects 

that have already explored older churchgoing women's lives and views, in a similar way to my 

own. The first is British and the others are American. 

Hubbert (199 1) investigated the religious beliefs, practices, and aspirations of women aged 65 

and over in a local community. The particular issues she focused on were: the women's 

religious development; their concept of the deity and the language of prayer; the role of the 

church in their lives and of women in the church; and their beliefs and understandings of the 

eschaton. Of these four issues, the third-the relationship of older women to the church-has 

the closest connection to my own project. (Recalling the opening quotation to this chapter, 

Hubbert found an "elderly-womanly" approach to life that was relationship oriented and that 

formed a basis of spirituality among older women. ) Hubbert's study, however, was of women in 

a semi-rural village, whereas mine is of women in a mid-size city. Also, she focused specifically 

upon older women's spirituality, whereas my focus is on the interplay between their Christian 

beliefs and practices and the role of community, connection, and caring in their lives. 

Ramsey and Blieszner (2000) also investigated the spirituality of older women . 
29 They 

conducted focus groups and in-depth interviews with older (65+) women in the US and 

27 There are also various popular books available which take a "self-help" approach (I use the terin in a 
positive sense) to spirituality and ageing. Examples are Guenther (1995) and Jewell (2000). 
28 For example, Coleman's recently completed twenty-year study of 340 ageing people revealed 'the 
progressive decline in their allegiance to the Christian faith and the Christian Church' (cited in Jewell, 
2001: 15). It will be necessary to compare these findings with others which indicate an opposite trend. 
29 Their work is more fully presented in Ramsey, J L, and Blieszner, R, 1999, Spiritual Resiliency in 
Older Women, SAGE, Thousand Oaks, London, and New Delhi. 
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Germany, all of whom were Lutheran. The authors' work explicitly incorporates the themes of 
community, connection, and caring (which they term "love"). Interestingly, they found that the 

women's spirituality was based on community and connection, not individualism: to joumey 

with God was to be part of 'the great togetherness' (2000: 61) of life, highlighting the 
importance for older women of community over individualistic pursuits of spirituality. Like 

Hubbert, Ramsey and Blieszner's deliberate focus on the spirituality of older women 

complements the practical theological approach I am taking. 

Gillespie (1992,1995) looked at women of all ages in four geographically dispersed US 

Episcopal congregations. She conducted 80 in-depth interviews and considered an aspects of 

church life. In her reports, Gillespie presents four distinct congregational identities; but, more 
importantly for my project, she found that generation was a significant factor in analysing the 

women's experiences and attitudes, and she includes extensive information about older women. 
Her findings about the "bridge" and younger generations within these congregations will also 
help us think about how future generations of older women in British churches might be 

different from the older women of today. 

Importantly, all three of these studies looked primarily at lay women, not clergy, thus focusing 

on the lives of "ordinary" women in the pews. 

There are other projects of note that I will mention in the course of this thesis, all of which are 

British and studied older people, but which did not focus on older women exclusively. Chester 

and Smith used a case study approach with four British congregations-three Christian (one 

each Anglican, Roman Catholic, and Baptist) and one Muslim-'to study the total range of 

activities involving older people at various places of worship' (1996: 2). As noted in the last 

chapter, qualitative and quantitative research among churchgoers has been conducted by the 

Christian Research organisation (Sanger, 1999; Brierley, 2000) on behalf of the Sir Halley 

Stewart Age Awareness Project. And, Reddie (2001 a, 200 1 b) has looked at older people in 

Black-majority congregations. Nevertheless, despite such instances of research, much remains 

to be done and many questions to be answered. 

2.3.4 Practical theology3O 

Christianity, for the ordinary person, is praxis, not theory-a way of life, not a philosophy (K 

Norris, 1998b: 77). Certainly, beliefs inform behaviour and vice versa; but Christianity takes us 

beyond this: 'We are Christians not because of what we believe but because we have been 

called to be disciples of Jesus. To become a disciple is not a matter of a new or changed self- 

30 Practical theology is what German and many other continental theologians call ethics. (Thanks to Linda 
Hogan for this information. ) 
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understanding, but rather to become part of a different community with a different set of 
practices' (Hauerwas, 1993: 159; emphasis mine). What might this mean for this thesis? 

I propose to put a 'different set of practices' at the very heart of this thesis, to examine the lived 

experiences of older women with respect to community, connection, and caring-not only to 

query and challenge feminist theologies but also to inform the praxis of the churches. In 

examining what might be the 'different set of practices' of older churchgoing women (i. e. 
input), it may be possible to challenge the churches to create their own 'different set[s] of 

practices' in relating to older people in general and to older women in particular (i. e. outcome). 
Because of this aim, I want to direct the reader's thinIdng along the lines of practical theology. 

Practical theology is 'one of the fastest growing areas of theological study within the U`K' 

(Willows and Swinton, 2000a: 11). In Britain, pastoral and practical theology can be considered 

to be the same thing, although they are distinct fields in the US (Pattison and Woodward, 

2000: 3). Practical (or pastoral) theology3l is, broadly, the theology underlying the activity of 

pastoral care or ministry, which is itself the concern, guidance, and assistance Christians show 

each other. Each-theology and activity-should inforni the other in a continuous feedback 

process. 

Practical theology has similar features, methods, commitments, and aims to feminist theology. 

For instance, practical theology incorporates a diversity of perspectives which it celebrates as 

mirroring human diversity (Willows and Swinton, 2000a). Also, practical theology focuses on a 

way of 'being theologians' (i. e. methodology) that is in sync with feminist theologies (Lartey, 

2000: 75). It is concerned with asking questions (and with who asks the questions), with 

reflecting on praxis, and with ethics and spirituality. It is also collaborative (Lartey, 2000), 

provisional, experiential, and interdisciplinary (Pattison and Woodward, 2000: 14-15). And, it is 

'deeply committed to the notion of understanding leading to and from action, or praxis' 

(Pattison and Woodward, 2000: 11, citing Pattison). In other words, it aims to change the world 

(Polk, 1992). Because it is (or aims to be) committed to situations in the contemporary world 

and contemporary church (Pattison and Woodward, 2000: 14), it is a reasonable area of 

application to and theorising about the experiences of older people in general and older 

Christians in particular. 32 Because practical theology chooses to promote the views of oppressed 

groups (Pattison and Woodward, 2000: 15), it is, by definition, interested in the situation of 

31 If, using Pattison's model (2000), theological reflection is a three-way critical conversation between the 
student's ideas and feelings, the Christian tradition, and the contemporary situation, then that model Is 
also the pattern of this thesis: my thoughts and perceptions, the Christianfeminist tradition, and the 
situation of older churchgoing women today, as explored in empirical data and supporting texts. 
32 Biggar cautions that 'current experience or practice [should not be made] the simple foundation or 
criterion of (theological) theory' because it is, on its own, incomplete and because accountability to 
theory is essential (1998: 25; author's emphasis). 
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older women, a doubly oppressed group. And, because it is engaged in dialogue with other 
disciplines and theologies (Pattison and Woodward, 2000: 15), it is ready to interact with 
theories from feminist theology. Even so, Heather Walton (200 1) and Elaine Graham (1993) 
dispute practical (or pastoral) theology's acknowledgement of feminism, Walton from a 
theoretical viewpoint and Graham based on the ignoring of women's experiences as pastoral 
agents and of their particular pastoral needs (217). 33 

ya Christian f i. Wh eminist practical theology of older women? 
If practical theology and feminist theology share so much in form and aims (Polk, 1992), can 

anything be gained by distinguishing a Christian feminist practical theology? I believe so. Such 

a specific sort of practical theology would foreground concerns that are particularly feminist in 

nature: it would consciously account for women's experiences and issues within the Christian 

life and tradition; it would raise awareness of past and present wrongs and work to correct them; 

and it would seek to liberate women and, by so doing, all people and the church itself In the 

case of this thesis, a Christian feminist practical theology would say something unique about the 

experiences, views, and praxis of older churchgoing women, and use these to call the church to 

a new standard of working with and showing concern for not only older women but all members 

of the Christian community. And, it would recognise that change and development will be 

ongoing, and that the theology itself is always provisional. 

A practical theology addresses the first of Zappone's issues (above), that ofpurpose. Practical 

theology's intention is to reflect on and influence praxis, a key aspect of feminist theology as 

well. A practical theology also addresses Zappone's issues ofplace and method, as it actively 

engages with the experiences, thoughts, and praxis of the group of persons (in this case, older 

women) with which it is concerned. The large and growing number of women of pensionable 

age, their dominance in the higher age groupings, and the fact that many are widowed and/or 
live alone supports my contention that these women are an important constituency to hear from 

and to understand, and that their thoughts about community, connection, and caring are 

potentially valuable for society and for the Christian churches. 

2.4 This project 
In this final section of the chapter, I will review the methodologies and methods I employed in 

this project, note which avenues of research I did not pursue, and summarise the structure of this 

thesis. 

33 Walton claims that practical theology's 'clericalism and sexism' (2001: 6) and its 'feminised discourse' 
(7) of caring have worked together to obscure and to silence women's authentic (bodily) experience. She 
does concede that this is changing and that a '[fleminist practical theology is beginning to emerge' (7). 
For those who wish to pursue this, Walton lists a number of key texts. For a discussion of how a (female) 
United Methodist minister in the US uses concepts from feminist theology directly in her counselling with 
women, see Blue (2001). 
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2.4.1 Methodologies and methods, interdisciplinarity, and standpoint 
My choice of theology and religious studies as the field in which to explore these questions is 

threefold. First, I wish to contribute to the ongoing dialogue within feminist theology discussed 

above. Next, the lack of extensive research on the lives of older Christian churchgoing it-omen 

makes this territory ripe for ftu-ther investigation and provides a specific category of persons 

against which to test these theories. Finally, as a Christian, a feminist, and a person committed 

to the interests of older people, I am interested in bringing together Christian feminist theology 

and older women's experiences to develop a praxis for the churches to use with respect to older 

women. The Christian feminist belief is that Christianity's patriarchal past can be transcended 

and reclaimed for the future, that indeed Christianity's message of community, connection, and 

caring is crucial for the future of individuals and of the world. It is this hope, this belief, which 
fortris the foundation of my motivation for undertaking this research. 34 

As will be explored in detail in Chapter 6,1 have employed a number of methodologies in this 

project-feminist, theological, and sociological-resulting in an interdisciplinary approach. In 

turn, the multi-disciplinary nature of my project is reflected in the internal interdisciplinarity 

(with respect to methodology and debates) of each of the disciplines I am engaged with- 

feminism, practical theology, and social gerontology (Peace, 1990b: 1). The particular data- 

collection method I used was a qualitative one: semi-structured interviewing. Forty women over 

the age of 65 (all from the city and suburbs of York, and with Methodist and Anglican 

affiliations) were interviewed regarding the various communities (e. g. family, neighbourhood, 

church, other groups) of which they were members, their connections and feelings of 

in/exclusion and belonging, being an older woman, and the role of caring in their lives. I hope to 

reveal the unique experiences, activities, and thoughts of this particular collection of older 

Christian churchgoing women, from which it should be possible, nevertheless, to draw 

informative and valid conclusions-without claiming an unwarranted universality (Hycner, 

1999). 

2.4.2 Avenues not pursued 
Every research project, including this one, has constraints. Because of the constraints of time, it 

was not possible to interview in depth more than 40 women and then analyse their testimonies. 

In addition to this, there were specific choices I made that shaped the project. 

The interviewees were all churchgoers, so this project will not shed any light on the experiences 

and understandings of community, connection, and caring of those women who do not attend 

churches. This research will not take into account non-Christian faith systems, nor attempt to be 

3' For a fiu-ther exploration and reflection on my standpoint as a researcher, see Chapter 6. 
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representative of all Christian denominations and traditions. It will not be a feminist critique of 
the Christian churches nor of the Christian tradition nor of the bible; those topics have been 

exhaustively covered by feminist writers elsewhere. It will not be a study of older persons with 
dementia; that subject is too extensive and important an area to give it due attention in this 

project. 35 

Why not investigate both older women and older men? Or, why not conduct a comparative 

study of older women and older men? Indeed, both of these would be worthy projects and I 

hope they will be undertaken. However, my desire to engage with feminist theology and its 

claims about women's experiences, defined my parameters. Added to this is the fact that, as I 

mentioned earlier in this chapter, older women are not often studied in their own right, but are 

often lumped together with men in one general, catch-all category of "older people". I will not 
be claiming that any of my fmdings are necessarily gender-related; they may be or they may not 
be. What I will be able to say is that the findings relate to a particular sample of older women; 

we will then need further research to see if the findings are representative of other older women, 

of older men, or both. 

A similar case may be made for why I did not conduct an investigation or a comparative study 

of women who do not attend church or women of other Christian denominations. These 

boundaries reflect my interests as well as certain themes and issues that were being debated at 

the time. As for why I chose to interview Methodist and Anglican women as opposed to, for 

example, Roman Catholic or Baptist women: not only does this choice reflect the Christian 

tradition with which I am personally most familiar, but it also engages with the two Protestant 

denominations in Britain that have gone on record as targeting the needs and desires of older 

people. 36 

The women in this study were all born prior to the outbreak of World War H. The oldest 

women, born at the start of the twentieth century, have lived through radical changes in 

technology, politics, the welfare society, health care, life expectancy rates, immigration, a 

religiously and culturally pluralistic society, and more, including the dismantling of most of the 

last vestiges of the British empire. Because of 'the inextricable social and cultural dimension of 

pre-war Christianity' (Furlong, 1995: xii), pre-war generations have 'a shared vocabulary; a 

common language' (Davie and Vincent, 1998: 102). This can make them seem a fairly coherent 

35 Excellent work has been done by CCOA, Faith in Elderly People, Leeds, and other researchers into the 
spirituality of older people with dementia. 
3 The only published text which I have been able to locate by a denomination other than these two is one 
produced for the United Reformed Church (URC), Respecting the Gift of Years (Appleton, 1998). 
Although affirmed by the URC General Assembly in 1999, the messages of this report have not yet been 
forcefully put into practice. However, the URC is focusing on end-of-life matters and the importance of 
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body of persons to study. However, the findings of this study can be no more than an attempt at 
understanding a particular group of women . 

3' Their views are necessarily shaped not only by the 

events of the society and world into which they have been born, lived, and grown old but by 

their individual experiences and circumstances. 38 

2.4.3 Structure of the thesis 

In Chapters 3 through 5,1 present a background discussion of the three key concepts of 

community, connection, and caring. These are discussed with reference to feminist theory, 

feminist theologies, and social gerontology. In each of the chapters, I raise questions about what 

we might expect to find in the data, and what questions remain to be answered. 

Chapter 6, 'Methodologies and Methods', is a reconstruction of the journey I made through this 

project, from articulating the initial ideas, to engaging in fieldwork, to analysis, and through to 

writing up. Throughout this process, I was involved in encounters with various methodological 
disciplines, and in this chapter I show the impact they had on my decisions and course of action. 

Appendices 1, H, and III are related to this chapter, and should be read in conjunction with it. 

In Chapters 7 through 9,1 present the findings of my interviews with older women in relation to 

the three themes, and we "hear" their voices as we read their statements. I relate what the 

women have said back to the arguments presented in the thematic chapters, and discuss what the 

interviewees had to say about old age in general and about being older women. 

Chapter 10 brings the analyses on community, connection, and caring together in an overall 

discussion of what this research has found, and includes a section on what local churches might 

practically be able to enact as a result of this research. I return to the central question posed in 

this introduction: should there be a separate Christian feminist practical theology of older 

women, and, if so, what might it be? 

In the Conclusion, Chapter 11,1 review what tl-ýs project has accomplished, consider what I 

might have done differently and offer suggestions for finther research. In particular, I discuss 

the topic of future generations of older women and how their cohort experiences and 

expectations are likely to shape ongoing developments of feminist theologies of older women. 

life-long learning, both of which are relevant (though not exclusive) to older people. (Thanks to Ruth 
Clarke, private conversation. ) 
37 Because of the nature of the environment from which I drew interviewees, this group of ý%-omen is 
exclusively white, further limiting the ability to generalise from the findings. 
38 Both Moberg (1968) and Davie and Vincent (1998) caution that it is difficult to determine to v, -hat 
extent Views held by an older person are the result of that individual's ageing process or of societal 
circumstances and change. This is an important point to keep in mind. 
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2.5 Summary 

Because older women are a significant proportion of the British churchgoing population- 

people who build communities (both church and non-church) and make contributions to thern, 

who make and maintain connections, and who practice and experience caring-I believe there is 

an opportunity to learn from them about Christian faith and life from these three perspectives, 

and, as feminists, to challenge and refine our theologies. I firmly believe that there should be 

useful outcomes from research such as this, beyond contributing to and, I hope, advancing a 
discussion. I believe that there should be practical steps others can act upon in their professional 

and pastoral lives. This thesis involves a synthesis of the conceptual and methodological 

approaches of feminisniý feminist theology, and social gerontology with the three key themes of 

community, connection, and caring, and with the praxis of older churchgoing women to create a 
first step towards a Christian feminist practical theology of older women. 
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Chapter 3-Community: features, realities, and ideals 

Community, like love, is where you find it. 

-Barry Welbruan, Peter J. Carrington, and Alan Hall' 

[A]nthropologists working with old people report that, most fundamentally, 
they are people. They have the same need for community, and create it under 
the same conditions; the difference may be in its precious significance to them, 
who are so often excluded from community in modem societies. 
-Jennie Kei& 

The Christian vision is of an interdependent community of persons who are all 
both weak and strong in various ways, and who mutually exchange their gifts. 
Such a community recognizes the interdependence of the generations in the 
ongoing process of life. 

-Kathleen Fische. T3 

3.1 Introduction 

As we learned in Chapter 2, "community" is a key area of interest to people in a variety of 

acadernic disciplines and professions-and indeed, to "the woman in the street". Whether 

considering global issues such as the environment, national issues such as immigration, local 

issues such as community care, or personal issues such as the wellbeing of one's immediate 

family, people wonder if past understandings of "community" are still meaningful. Older 

women, the focus of this research, may wonder if they still have a role to play as the nature of 

"community" seems to be shifting and as society appears to be bracing itself for the "granny 

boom". In this chapter, I will present meanings and interpretations of community from a number 

of perspectives-historical and contemporary, social gerontological, feminist, and Christian 

feminist. I will consider both the benefits and the responsibilities of community membership as 

well as certain key features of community for this study. In light of this discussion, I will offer 

my provisional definition of "community" for this project and raise questions about how 

"community" might be understood and experienced by older Christian churchgoing women, 

signalling what we will want to look for in the data. 

3.2 What is "community 

"Community" has a number of commonly understood meanings. The various communities we 

commonly speak of include geographic neighbourhoods (e. g. London's "East End" and 

"Notting Hill"), fields of academic inquiry and work (e. g. "the scientific community" and "the 

medical community"), ethnic groups (e. g. "whites" and "Asians"), and religious adherents (e. g. 

1 Wellman, et al. (1988: 130). 
2 Keith (1980: 194-195). 
3 Fischer (1998: 67; author's emphasis). 
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4 "Mushms" and "Sikhs"). There are intentional communities (e. g. communes), as well as those 

of chance and circumstance (e. g. families and workplaces). Some communities, such as 
monasteries, exist apart from the larger world while others, such as political parties, are 

engrossed in it. Communities may be associations of like-minded individuals who do not 

necessarily have face-to-face contact (Thompson, 1988). For example, members of various faith 

systems worship as communities of believers, both locally and on an international scale. Some 

would say that we exist in community with deceased persons, while others believe that all life 

on this planet-the ecosystem-is a single community. How can each of these very different 

collectives be called a community? 

i. Historical meanings 

Understandings of what constitutes a community have changed over the years, especially in the 

last several decades. Since the fourteenth century, the word "community" has carried a number 

of senses in English, from naming 'actual social groups' to describing 'a particular quality of 

relationsl-ýp' (R Williams, 1983: 75). Both of these senses continue to be current, and therefore 

the meaning depends on the speaker and the context. Discussions of community often make 

reference to Ferdinand T6nnies's distinction between Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft. 

Gemeinschaft refers to a more traditionally defined community: a small, closely-knit group, 

such as a family or village, where membership is involuntary. In contrast, GeselIschaft describes 

a larger group of people, such as a society, with few bonds, where membership is more likely to 

be voluntary (Etzioni, 1995: 116). Communities of the former type, writes Etzioni, have more of 

a "we" feeling. They can be viewed as authoritarian and restricting or, alternatively, as caring 

for their members. GeselIschaft communities, on the other hand, promote "me" feelings because 

they offer more personal freedom and anonymity. However, this can lead to extreme 

individualism and a lack of concern for others. ' 

Locality-the geographic space or place where people live-is often used to identify a 

particular community. Neighbourhoods, towns, regions, and areas of specific governmental 

authority create communities of this type, and beginning with the Chicago School in the 1920s 

and continuing through to the 1960s, this was the definition used by the subdiscipline of 

sociology known as conu-nunity studies (Vidich, et al., 1964; Bell and Newby, 197 1). Since the 

1980s, in the postmodern period, sociologists and others have continued to use the term 

"community" but in different ways with different understandings from the past. There has been 

a shift in emphasis from the static nature of locality to the dynamic nature of culture (Albrow, 

4 Knott speculates that 'in the mid-1970s, the notion of "community" in British public discourse (ý. vhether 
related to class, religion or ethnicity) was used uncritically as a safe and respectful term to indicate groups 
of others' (2001: 2). 
5 These distinctions, although they raise certain notions that I will address in this thesis, are more 
appropriately applied to considerations of large-scale societies such as nations rather than the small. 
personal-scale communities with which this thesis is primarily concerned. 
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1997), and members of communities frequently give their allegiance to interests, ideologies, and 
goals, rather than to particular physical places. This shift has been hastened by experiences of 

globalisation. in the economy and the advent of '[flnformation and communication technology 
[that] now make it possible to maintain social relationships on the basis of direct interaction 

6 
over any distance across the globe' (Albrow, 1997: 44). In association with this have arisen 
ideas of "imagined communities" and "virtual communities". 

ii. ContgmpoLary understandings-the break with loggLily 

Anderson (1983), in his analysis of nations, was the first to discuss imagined communities in 

detail. Within imagined communities, he writes, most of the members will never know or 

encounter one other, yet they will share a common vision, one which includes the conception of 

the community as 'a deep, horizontal comradeship' (1983: 16). Building on this, Bauman (1992) 

says that members' belief in and commitment to imagined communities gives them a type of 

substance, as well as authority. Further, he claims that today the search for community is 

obsessive (1992: 136), resulting in (citing Maffesoli') neo-tribes: ephemeral 'concepts rather 

than integrated social bodies' (136) and 'vehicles ... of individual self-definition... [that are] 

transient and always in flux' (137). Here is where so-called "virtual" or "cybercomrnuruties" 

enter the picture. 

By definition, 'virtual communities are genuine social groups that assemble around the use of e- 

mail, webpages, and other networked resources' (Houghton Mifflin Company, 2000). There are 

debates surrounding whether such groups can actually be called communities, based on different 

authors' views of what constitutes a "community" (e. g. Catalfo, 1993; Reid, 1995; SG Jones, 

1998a). However, despite the lack of physical contact between members, these groups do indeed 

constitute communities, because they are "places"-, or arenas-where things happen and where 

8 people connect. In describing an online community he is a member of, Catalfo tells of 'people 

gathering on a central, common ground to share the prosaic and the profound, the small facts 

and large events that become landmarks in a community's life' (1993: 175). 9 

6 We will see that this is the case with the interviewees, several of whom had family members in North 
America and Australia. 
7 Maffesoli, M, 19 8 8, 'Jeux de masques', Design Issues IV, nos. I and 2, pages 141 ff. (The concept Is 
developed finther in Maffesoli, M, 1996, The Time of the Tribes: The Decline ofIndividualism in Mass 
Society, SAGE, London. ) 
8 Virtual communities can be based on any number of interests, including religion. When I did a web 
search with the keyword "cyberchurch", I found a number of sites, including one that listed no fewer than 
54 'Christian Internet fellowships and "cyberchurches"' (CrossSearch Online Christian Resource 
Directory, n. d. ). One of these was Church On Line, which describes itself as 'an internet based place of 
worship where you can come to offer a prayer, share a story, orjust meditate and look at some ar-twork'. 
Should connection time be a bit slow, it offers the intriguing disclaimer, 'Be patient, Nve are only human 

: -)' (Church On-Line, n. d. ). NB: The emoticon at the end of the text is perhaps being used to emphastse 
the "humanity" of the project. 
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Bringing this look at types of community more directly back to the subject of this project, 
Wellman and Berkowitz state that the notion of community has been transformed from its 
former connection with locality into the idea of "social networks" (1988: 125). Going finther, 
Wellman, Carrington, and Hall term the social networks of individual persons 'personal 

communities', and propose that personal communities offer many of the attributes of traditional 
communities: 'sociable relations, interpersonal support, informal social control, and a sense of 
personal identity' (1988: 13 1). It is this understanding of community that will prove most useful 
for my thesis. 

3.2.1 Characteristics of community 
Some of the factors that determine the precise nature of a particular community include 

members' proximity and/or shared interests and goals, the degree of formality and intentionality 

of the group, and the flexibility of membership and boundaries. A community and its members 

may either be easily identifiable, both by insiders and outsiders, or difficult to recogriise. 
Resources may be available for members to draw on and certain behaviours may be expected or 

proscribed. Members may share certain interests, such as rambling or stamp-collecting; 

particular values, such as world peace or universal health care; or specific goals, such as 

teaching computer skills to older people or working to eliminate homelessness. Formal 

communities generally exist to achieve a specific purpose, whether quantifiable (e. g. raising 

money for charity) or qualifiable (e. g. offering support to beginning writers). Duration is 

another determining factor: some communities are permanent while others are temporary (e. g. 

the particular patients on a hospital ward). If there is long-term continuity, then a community 

may include deceased and as-yet-unbom members as well as the living. Christianity is one such 

community, which its members see as transcending time. Concern about the continuation of the 

community may be of deep concern to its members-or of no concern at all. 

Intentionality indicates whether a community is "given" to or "chosen" by its members. "Given" 

communities-where persons find themselves members by chance and have limited or no 

control over their membership--can include family, ethnic group, and neighbourhood. On the 

other hand, an individual's friends and social groups are usually "chosen" by herself '0 

Likewise, communities may be firee to choose their members, and membership may be flexible 

or strictly defted. Other communities, such as friendship groups, may have implicit or common 

understandings about who belongs that are unclear to outsiders. Rights, responsibilities, and 

9 Perhaps the definitive text on this subject is Rheingold, H, 2000, The Virtual Community: Homesteading 
on the Electronic Frontier, revised edition, The MIT Press, Cambridge, Mass., and London. 
10 Most of the communities I will be considering in this thesis are of the voluntary, associational type 
because of their characteristics of like-mindedness and choice. Even one of the major "given" 
communities-family-has elements of choice in it, as older women choose (or not) to associate with 
other persons in their families. Likewise, my current home of York was chosen by me in the first instance, 
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privileges usually come along with membership in a community, and certain forms of behaviour 

and contributions are expected-though, again, not always clearly evident. Additionally, 

membership may be strictly egalitarian or there may be different status levels, and intemal 

differences between members may be tolerated well or suppressed by required conformity. 

The interests, goals, activities, and attributes that members of a community hold in common 

work to create an identity both for the community and for its members. A community may have 

a history, a shared story that forms part of its identity, " and that shared story in turn forms part 

of the individual identities of each of the members. For instance, not only do people find 

identity through their relationships and their (paid or unpaid) work, they also find identity 

through their associations with neighbourhoods and towns and with organisations (e. g. 'I'm a 
Yorkie'; 'I'm a member of St. Anne's Church'). Participating in a community can express our 
interests and values, who we think we are as individuals. We bring our prior identities to 

communities, as well as receiving identity-shaping influences from them. A woman can actively 

seek to influence the community she is a part of, or she may allow herself to be influenced by it. 

Or, she may exist on the ffinges, choosing to remain detached. 

In contemporary imagined communities, both membership and boundaries (which are often the 

determining factors of "insiderness" and "outsiderness") are fluid and dynamic. No matter a 

community's size or degree of materiality, it has boundaries and these are often situationally 

created rather than pre-existing. They may be either well or loosely defined, and may or may not 

be clearly understood by insiders, outsiders, or both. Conimunities with flexible boundaries may 

freely allow insiders and outsiders to pass, whereas those with rigid boundaries have a tighter 

control on such exchanges. In her study of two small rural towns in Iowa in the US, Naples 

writes of 'the fluidity of "outsidemess"/"insidemess ... : ... Outsiderness" and "insiderness" are 

not fixed or static positions, rather they are ever-shifting and permeable social locations that are 

differentiAy experienced and expressed by community members' (1997: 71). She says that 

'[p]erceived "newcomer" status is only one aspect of "outsiderness"' (79) and that people who 

don't conform in other ways are also outsiders. Further, people who are (or feel themselves to 

be) outsiders are alienated from the wider community. She notes that being an outsider in these 

towns carried other consequences: 

The idealized construction of what it meant to be a part of the "cornmunity" 
and of who were "legitimate" community members served as both an 

but the people I have met here were "given". From within that larger, found community, I have created 
smaller, chosen communities of friends and associates. 
11 Keith (1980) writes of background factors and emergent factors in the life of communities. Background 
factors are 'those which are present or not among a collection of individuals at the beginning of the 

process', and emergent factors are 'those which may or may not develop over time' (176). Examples of 
the former are '[s]ocial and cultural homogeneity of the individuals'; examples of the latter are , [sjhared 

symbols [and] levels of participation' (176). 
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internalized and externalized means of social control. When someone spoke up 
to challenge the construction, they were formally silenced or ostracized. Others 
silenced themselves for fear that they would disrupt the fragile sense of 
community. Consequently, many members walked aroundjeeling alienated 
from the mythic "community" yet were careful not to share their feelings with 
others who they perceived were more connected to the "community". As long 
as those on the margins felt silenced by the "outsider phenomenon" they would 
not challenge the power base and definition of the situation that privileged a 
small elite (81; emphasis mine). 

As Naples hints, insider/outsider status can lead to feelings of belonging or not belonging, a 

topic which we will explore in detail in the next chapter when we look at connection. 

As already noted, membership in a community places responsibilities on a woman as well as 

conferring benefits. These responsibilities include (in varying and potentially unstable degrees) 

'reciprocal accountability' (Serene Jones, 2000: 126), fidelity and loyalty, and contributing to 

social support and social capital. Social support refers to 'the companionship and practical, 
informational and esteem support which the individual derives from interaction with members 

of .. her "social networIC', including friends, colleagues, acquaintances and family members' 

(Cooper, et al., 1999: 9). Social capital 'embraces all the social, collective, economic and 

cultural resources to which a community ... has access' (7). Resources of social support and 

social capital may each vary in degree depending upon the community being considered and 

what the individual members can contribute to it. As we will see later, older people draw on 

"reserves" of social support and social capital in their communities but are also very concerned 

about contributing in good measure. 

From this brief discussion, we can see that there are both positive and negative aspects to 

communities. On the plus side, communities can be a source of support, help, encouragement, 

guidance, appreciation, and approval for their members. They can provide a foundation for 

finther growth and development by being a place where members can express themselves 

through their talents and services. They can be a source of information, intellectual stimulation, 

entertainment, and leisure, of keeping in touch with people, ideas, and current events. 

Communities can be a source of fiiendship and sociability, nurture and caring (both received 

and given), and security and comfort-places where a woman can relax and be herself. A 

community might provide moral and social codes and role models, and may also offer a frame 

of reference for individual identity. Finally, communities are dynamic organisms, often being 

influenced, changed, and guided by members' input, as well as shaping members' lives. 

Yet, each of these positive aspects has its negative counterpart. Communities may be clannish, 

cliquey, narrow, parochial, limited, rigid, outdated, old-fashioned, or "past it" in terms of 

usefulness. Members may be subject to sanctions if they fail to behave properly. Segregation, 
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marginalisation, exclusion, and ostracism can be negative consequences for those who fail to 
behave properly or to perform expected tasks. Experiences of the same community (e. g. a local 

church congregation) are not necessarily the same for each community member: , what one 

member experiences as a positive community is cited by another as harmful' (Serene Jones, 

2000: 127). An example of this is the oppression and silencing women of colour and non- 
heterosexual women have often felt within the feminist "sisterhood". Whereas some members 

will take pride in a given community, others may resist being identified with it, especially if the 

consequences from outsiders are negative (e. g. the gay/lesbian community). Minority 

communities may be subject to attack (either verbal or physical) by outsiders or by a changing 

world. 

Communities can be fragile and fall apart due to members' lack of interest, poor definition of 

values and aims, changing goals of the membership, or an inability to compromise over 

problem-solving or goal-setting. The fact that like-mindedness is a hallmark of contemporary, 

imagined communities must not be allowed to disguise the fact that, in any size community, 

there are often-even usually-intemal divisions, differences, and disagreements. How do 

communities deal with 'differences in opinions and outlook' among their members (Koehn, 

1998: 27)? Are they accommodated and even encouraged, or are they glossed over, denied, or 

even "put down"? Feminism has actively attempted to address this in its approach to difference 

and diversity, as we saw in the last chapter. Bauman writes that 

[flolerance reaches its full potential only when it offers more than the 
acceptance of diversity and coexistence.. -, when it acknowledges not just the 
otherness of the other, but the legitimacy of the other's interests and the other's 
right to have such interests respected and, if possible, gratified (I 992: xXI-xxii; 
author's emphasis). 

This would certainly be a feminist principle, but how successful have feminists and others been 

at enacting it? Bauman gives us an answer when he says that community 'is thought of as the 

uncanny (and in the end incongruous and unviable) mixture of difference and company' 

(1992: 134). Such an ideal of community is ultimately unattainable but it must nevertheless be 

struggled for, and the best way, according to Bauman, is through 'the acceptance of 

heterogeneity of dissensions' (1992: 139). 

As we can see from this overview, the word "community" can be the site of multiple 

interpretations and understandings; therefore, it will require reftement for the purposes of this 

thesis. The concept of "place" will help us do that. 

3.2.2 Ideas of "place" as related to community 
In choosing to use the word "place" to help define "community", I need to clanify exactly what I 

mean by "place" because this is a term with specific meanings in other fields, such as 
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geography, sociology, and the study of religions. Further, I wish to use the notion of community 

as a "social place" because, in my project, there is always at least one person involved (and 

interacting with someone or something) in any community under discussion. 12 

For me, the word "place" carries with it the idea of a "somewhere" that can be identified, 

named, pointed to--even if it is an imaginary "where" (S G Jones, 1998a: 15). Knott (2000), in 
her overview of religion and locality studies, notes that the physical concepts of "space" and 
"place" are central to that field of inquiry. 13 "Place", she says, is usually associated with notions 

of "particularity" and "subjective significance", notions that I am drawing on for my own 
interpretation of community when I refer to it as a "place"-even though, as I am using the 

word, it does not necessarily have physical dimensions. Indeed, other words that I could also 
have chosen to indicate community are "arena" or "stage". These terms incorporate the idea of 

performance, of activity, of "events" (Casey, 1996: 26ff) of some kind and of people taking 

control of these events. 14 Continuing this notion of performance and activity, Nye writes, 
although places [i. e. communities] may appear to be fixed and given, in 
practice a place ... is a dynamic cultural manifestation. A place has a history, or 
histories (and potential futures), it has meanings which are assigned to it, 
groups and persons who use it in their own particular, and sometimes 
conflicting ways, and acts as an embodiment of various discourses, some of 
which may be explicit and generally accepted ... whilst others may be strongly 
contested (2000: 43). 

These ideas of conflict and contestation will prove helpful later on when I analyse the findings 

on community from the interviews. 

In his extended examination of the concepts of "space" and "place", Casey introduces an idea of 

"place" that resonates for my own notion of "community". This is the idea that 'places gather 

things in their midst-where "things" connote various animate and inanimate entities 

[including] experiences and histories, even languages and thoughts [and memories]' (Casey, 

1996: 24-25). Thus, not only do people exist in a place (community), but so, too, do the many 

results of human activity. Further, Casey says that places have 'a power of gathering': 'a place 

holds out, beckoning to its inhabitants and, assembling them, making them manifest' (1996: 25). 

As we will see as this thesis develops, older women not only create communities, but are in turn 

"created by'ý-shaped and influenced by-the power that those communities have as entities 

apart from the women. Because other persons (or entities, such as God and values) are involved 

12 1 will use the terms "place" and "social place" interchangeably throughout the thesis. 
13 For the purposes of my argument, I will not be examining ideas of the concept of "space" and how it is 
distinguished from "place". There are complex and continually developing lines of thought with respect 
to these two terms. To lessen confusion, and to keep within the bounds of my definition of community, I 

will only be discussing "place". The interested reader may pursue the arguments in humanistic geography 
through the work of, for example, Yi-Fu Tuan and Doreen Massey, and in anthropology in the work of 
Michel de Certeau and Edward Casey. (Thanks to Kim Knott for this information. ) 
14 As we will see in Chapter 5, there is a particular form of activity that occurs in comniunitiesý "caring". 
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in communities, the connections between an older woman and these "others"-and the acti,, ities 
they engage in-reflexively act on the older woman to contribute to her identity and to shape 
her future actions. Casey says that a place's 'power consists in gathering these lives and 
things ... into one arena of common engagement'. 15 

Finally, building on the notion of an individual's communities as "places", I will borrow another 
concept from physical geography. Just as physical places are grouped and enlarged to create 
"regions" within which people live and function (Tilley, 1994: 15), so, too, do an older woman's 

separate communities come together to create networks or webs within which she functions. 

This will become clearer as we see how many of the interviewees' communities overlap 
(Chapter 7). 

3.3 Social gerontologists on community 
As we saw in the quotation from Keith that opened this chapter, evidence from social 

gerontological research shows that community is important to older people (and thus to older 

women, the majority of older people). In this section, we will look at how social gerontologists 
have interpreted the role and meaning of community in older people's lives, especially the 

important community of family. Following on from the earlier discussion, we will see how 

notions of community have shifted for older people just as they have for society in general, and 

the positive and negative consequences this has for them. We shall consider the key topic of 

social support and social capital and also the welfare topic of community care. Finally, I will 
direct our gaze to the community that forms a significant part of this study: the local church. 

3.3.1 Community and older people 
The changes in understandings of community noted earlier have had an impact on how older 

people today experience "community". In their research among older people in three urban 

communities in England, which they contrasted with research results from the same 

communities in the post-war period, Phillipson, Bernard, Phillips, and Ogg note that 'over the 

past fifty years, we have moved from an old age experienced largely within the context of 

family groups ... to one where it is shaped by what Wellman has termed "personal communities" 

(i. e. the world of friends, neighbours, leisure-associates and ýin)' (2001: 252). Further, today 

'old age ... is experienced alone or with one other person (usually a spouse)' (2001: 57). The 

phenomenon of couples 'retiring and managing old age together is stronger now than it was 

15 Although Casey writes of this as an empowering experience for persons, we will see in the data that this 
"power" of a place (i. e. community) to gather lives together is not always benign-let alone 
empowering-for older women. Further, it is a feminist paradigm that authority comes from (or should 
come from) the experience of community, rather than domination or hierarchy (e. g. L Russell, 1985b). 
That is, communities should be speaking for themselves, rather than suffering the interpretations of 
outsiders. However, even when this is the case, there may still be individuals within a community who are 
not empowered to shape that community's "authority". 
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forty years ago, and this has done much to alter the dynamics of family life in old age' 
(2001: 159). If what these researchers discovered is more widely true of British society today, 

then we would expect that the loss of a partner would strike an older person particularly hard, a 

view these authors appear to support: '[F]or people losing a "strong tie" of some kind (for 

example with the death of a spouse) there were few other ties to fall back upon' (2001: 256). 

In light of this, there is some discrepancy in the literature as to whether older people, 

particularly older women, are able to create and maintain communities as successfully as they 

did when they were younger. While some authors seem to say "no" (e. g. Cooper, et al., 1999), 

Jerrome says that 'women's social networks and spheres of influence are inclined to develop as 

they go through life, if only because the earlier years are characterized by relatively narrow 

concerns and later years see a removal of some of the constraints on social activities' (1993: 97). 

The negative experiences of community attachments that all women may be subject to are 

perhaps more keenly experienced by older women. For instance, where money and health are 

often issues in deciding to move house, many older women will not have sufficient resources 

and therefore will not be able to relocate. Also, 'older women feel that they are often forced to 

live on the margins of society' (Maynard, 1999: 64), when what they seek is integration. 

However, it is important to remember and to foreground the positive side of older age, so that 

the more commonly presented "problematic" image does not have exclusive sway (Maynard, 

1999). 

Importantly, older people have access to social capital and use it. The social capital of older 

people can be defined as 'family, friends and voluntary organisations', 'intimacy' or 'emotional 

investment', and 'leisure activities' (Phillipson, et al., 2001: 25,25 8). Citing Bowling, Farquhar, 

and Browne, ' 6 Phillipson, Bernard, Phillips, and Ogg offer a distinction between social 

networks and social support: 'A social network ... 
is the set of people with whom one maintains 

contact and has some form of social bond. Social support is defined as the interactive process in 

which emotional, instrumental, or financial aid is obtained from one's social network' 

(2001: 26). Instrumental and financial help for older people comes mainly from immediate 

family; emotional help can come from others, such as friends, in the social network (2001: 13 1- 

132). Sufficient reserves of social capital are essential if older people are not to become 

overwhelmed by changes in their environments (2001: 259). 

16 Bowling, A, Farquhar, M, and Browne, P, 1991, 'Life satisfaction and association with social nevvork 
and support variables in three samples of elderly people', International Journal of Geriatric Psychiatry, 
6,549-566. 
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Social support and social capital, which are benefits of a person's network of communities, are 
particularly important for older women. " Among the forms of social capital that are important 
for older women in Britain are security, neighbourliness and reciprocity: 'Access to caring 
resources is an important source of capital for older people'. Even more importantly, older 
women generate social capital by, among other things, Ionning new ffiendships'. We will see 
evidence of these forms of social capital in the data chapters (7,8, and 9). 

Another form of social capital that many older people lay claim to is, according to Jerrome, 

cvalues [as] a cultural resource' (1992: 157). 'In asserting their moral superiority over youth, ' 

she writes, 'the elders claim to possess the correct values and thus a share of the cultural 

resources which confer status' (157). Whether others in society share older people's views on 

what constitutes 'correct values' is questionable; nevertheless, by staking out the moral high 

ground, older people are actively creating a group identity rather than passively accepting one. 

Community care (which was referred to in Chapter I and will be looked at in greater depth in 

Chapter 5) is relevant to a discussion of community because it requires that we define what we 

mean by "community" as well as by "care". Martin Green, Chief Executive of Counsel and Care 

(a charitable organisation providing advice and practical help to older people and carers), 

suggested that my project was very timely because of the new thinking about what constitutes a 

community-that communities are not just geographic, but exist because of how individuals 

form links. There is now recognition, he said, that services must work within these sorts of 

communities, rather than merely pouring money into existing geographically based local 

governmental councils. 18 Because such communities are more difficult to define and to 

c4rationalise" nationally, this task will require flexibility and creativity to carry out successfully. 

i. Local churches 
As I discussed in Chapter 1, older people-especially older women-are the primary 

constituent base of mainline Christian churches in this country. Therefore, local churches form a 

key community that I have investigated in this project. What do we know at the outset about 

older Christian women's experiences of local churches? 

Butler and Orbach cite Rabbi Julia Neuberger as suggesting 'that older people, especially 

widows, go to a place of worship primarily for a sense of community' (1993: 177-178; emphasis 

mine). The problem with this statement is that it subordinates the possibility that older women 

17 Ideas in this paragraph are from Sara Arber, presidential address, 'Gender and generation: Changing 
inequalities over time and across the life course', British Sociological Association annual conference. 
April 2000. 
18 Private conversation, 19 May 2000. 
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go to a place of worship primarily in order to worship-or for any other reason. 19 Thompson 

operates on the same premise as Neuberger: 'Women consistently outnumber men in 

membership and attendance in Christian denominations, suggesting that they have a greater 

need or willingness to be involved in voluntary communities' (1988: 227). Walter and Davie 

(1998), however, state that there is no evidence for this interpretation. They also argue that 'for 

many people "the church" is the social life built up by the (largely female) congregation o-ver 
decades' (1998: 645). This highlights the creative work done by women in establishing 

communities within formal church structures (645). It might also indicate that the work women 
do in maintaining the community life of a local church is obscured by patriarchal thinking that 
diminishes the contacts women have as "merely" social. It would be wrong to suppose that 

women, particularly older women, attend church or continue their connections with a church 

solely for social interaction. Indeed, Ramsey and Blieszner conclude that, in the case of the 

older women they studied, 'group participation was meaningful because it occurred within the 

context of a spiritual community' (2000: 58; emphasis mine). This is not mere sociability, but 

shows the importance and uniqueness of a church or church-based community for older 
Christian women. 

Nevertheless, individual researchers in the area of older women and their churchgoing or 

spiritual lives have identified that, for older women, communities and relationships appear to 

have particular importance (Hubbert, 1991; O'Brien, 1996; Ramsey and Blieszner, 2000). 

3.4 Feminists and Christian feminist theologians on community 
In the past two decades, feminists in many disciplines have taken up the theme of community. 
While the work has been extensive, and there is no uniformly "feminist" position, nevertheless 

there are certain ideas that are widely adhered to. According to Humm, there are three main 

aspects to feminists' thinking on community: 'Feminist theory defines community as ... a sense 

of shared and warm identity between individual women. Community can also mean a separatist 

women's group.... Other feminists define community as "model'ý--a feminist guide for the 

whole of society' (1989: 33) . 
20 Feminists usually discuss conimunity in opposition to extreme 

forins of individualism; therefore, inclusiveness and co-operation are characteristics of feminist 

community. 

19 1 can think of a number of reasons why a woman might want to attend church, reasons that have little or 
nothing to do with participating in a voluntary community. For example, church may be the focus of her 

social life if her choice of places to be "entertained" outside the home is limited due to issues of safety, 
spousal control, finances, etc. Church can also be a practical outlet for talents, such as organising and 
managerial skills, teaching, catering, flower arranging, etc. Then again, she may want to show off her 

piety-or she may just want to show off a new hat! (Although interviewee Doris gave a definitive "No 
to this last! ) 
20 Feminists 'avoid strict definitions' of an ideal community (Serene Jones, 2000: 130). 
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3.4.1 Feminist theories of community 
All of these uniformly positive definitions can be seen in the notion of oppositional 

21 
communities. In general, oppositional communities have aims and practices set up in contrast 
to those of other (often more dominant) groups. Such communities, where women either choose 
to live together or to gather regularly, are deliberate attempts to recognise and overcome biases 

and privileges by including a diversity of perspectives (Gruen, 1994; Warren, 1994) in order to 

create new epistemologies and moralities that are feminist in form and outlook. Ecofeýninist 

communities, which 'provide a place-to build community with nature' (Gruen, 1994: 129) are 

an example of this, 22 as are some groups with specifically religious or spiritual roots, such as 

certain peace groups (Knott, 1994: 213). 

But this early, cheerful thinking about community masked a number of problems which 
feminists have more recently explored. The first problem is that idealistic visions of community 

are based on outdated notions of the close-knit, homogeneous rural town or village, which rarely 

existed in an ideal form (F Williams, 1993). Next is the idea, prevalent for most of the twentieth 

century, that the individual is competing with other individuals for finite resources (Grey, 199 1; 

Ruether, 1995). Here, the individual's rights are considered to be at odds with the community's 

cohesiveness, setting up an adversarial relationship between its members. However, not all 

observers agree on this point, stating that only certain types of oppressive communities, 'for 

example, sects, clans, caste systems and parochial village life' (Biggar, 1997: 115) are at odds 

with individual freedoms or that the notion of extreme self-centred individualism has been 

overblown (Klaus, 2000). The rather simplistic counterpointing of community (and its positive 

connotations) with individualiSM23 (and its negative connotations) has led to an ongoing debate 

about the value of autonomy. 24 

In more recent years, feminist observations and theorising about community have become much 

more nuanced and shaded. For example, there is the problem that we saw in the discussion of 

difference and diversity (Chapter 2), in which 'a false sense of wholeness and togetherness' 

(Tilby, 1992: 2) masks underlying unrest and disagreements. Not all members of a commufflty, 

especially larger communities, necessarily share the same understandings (Knott, 2001: 6). For 

example, neither all Christians nor all Muslims will have precisely the same beliefs or 

understandings about how those beliefs should be interpreted in everyday life. Religious 

21 Gruen (1994) cites this term as coming from Ann Ferguson. 
22 Anderson and Hopkins (1991), for example, describe the history of the Feminist Spiritual Community 
of Portland, Maine (USA). 
23 In this context, individualism means personal independence without regard for interdependence. se It 
reliance that discredits mutuality, and individual freedom at the expense of others' needs and rights. 
2" Autonomy will be addressed in Chapter 4. 
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communities include many voices, and leaders (often male) do not speak for everyone 
(especially women) (Sahgal and Yuval-Davis, 1992a: 17). 2' 

There are also problems particularly associated with women, prompting Serene Jones to state 
that '[fleminists ... think that communities harbor as much potential for harm as for hope' 

(2000: 150). Speaking from a locality perspective, Williams (1993) writes that a community can 
be either empowering or disabling for women, depending on whether women claim it as their 

space to act towards their own goals or whether a patriarchal system uses it as a tool to keep 

women from moving any finther into a public world. 26 Turning to a more general view of 

community, a woman may experience conflict between herself and the norms, identities, and 
demands of a particular community, or between the norms, identities, and demands of the 

various communities of which she is a part (Friedman, 1989). This conflict can lead to a womaii 

viewing herself (or being viewed by her community), as deviant, especially if it is a "given" 

rather than a "chosen" community (Friedman, 1989). Some women will be able to choose to 

leave communities they do not like or cannot identify with or which reject them; others will not 
have that choice or will not make that choice. Ward and Wild (1995a) caution that some women 

are ambivalent about or even wary of the entire notion of community, particularly if they have 

suffered from traditional patriarchal (often religious) teachings regarding self-sacrificial service, 

or if they have experienced violence (Serene Jones, 2000). 

The issue of public versus private spheres has generated many debates among feminists. To 

rehearse them in their entirety is beyond the scope of this thesis, but I will review the subject 

briefly as it has some relevance to the project. 

Since at least the nineteenth century, there has been a notion that the publiC27 sphere of 

commerce and politics belongs to men, while the domestic, private sphere of the home and 

family belongs to women-with the former being viewed as more powerful and important. 

(Tbis understanding is also evident in many academic discussions as a distinction between 

'formal, large-scale organizations' and 'informal relationship-centred settings' (Edwards and 

Ribbens, 1998: 14). ) The concern arises when "private" (i. e. women's) spaces and communities 

are considered outside the intervention of "public" institutions (such as the government and the 

churches) and women's needs and contributions are ignored or dismissed as a result. Certainly, 

25 See also Knott (1994) for a discussion of women who felt they had to leave religious communities. 
26 The notions of public and private are discussed below. 
27 When examined closely, "public" and "private" turn out to be complicated terms, especially as they are 
sometimes used in confusing ways. Consider this pertinent example. In the US, a church congregation 
would be considered private because of the constitutional separation of church and state-, in the UK, 
however, a church congregation could be considered public, especially if it is of the established Church of 
England. Where the country and the Church, represented in and defended by the monarch, are one, then 
the Church is indeed public. But in practice, where the monarch no longer makes the laNvs, where societN, 
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as Maitland reminds us, 'the feminist slogan that "the personal is the political"... [means that] 
nothing falls into an entirely private sphere' (1992: 34). 1 am taking all of the communities 
women describe as being of interest and/or access to thern, and it does not matter if they might 
be labelled as either public, private, or some cross between the two. 

According to Serene Jones, the reality of how people, especially women, form communities is 
ignored by this simple dualistic view. Frequently, she says, emotion and altruistic impulses are 
involved in creating social bonds (2000: 139), both those deemed by others as public and as 

private. Rather than self-interest alone (a feature of the so-called public sphere), interest for 

others and for the community as a whole-in other words, caring-also comes into play. 
Additionally, the nature of chosen communities (as opposed to given conununities) 'can provide 
the resources for women to surmount the moral particularities of family and place which define 

and limit their moral starting points' (Friedman, 1989: 288). Therefore, the moral vision of the 
"private" sphere of women's communities has much to inform the "public" world. 28 

Unfortunately, none of tMs discussion of feminist community is explicitly about older women. 
What their experiences are and what they rnight teach us (beyond the findings of social 

gerontology) remain to be discovered. This will form the basis of Chapter 7. 

3.4.2 Christian feminist theologians on community 
Just as the word "community" has many interpretations in the non-religious world, so it has 

numerous meanings within Christianity-and these, too, have changed over the centuries. For 

example, biblical references to community are seen in Christ's promise to his followers, in 
Paul's explanation of the one body having many members, and in the letter to the Hebrews. 29 

These passages attest that Christians, by definition, exist "in community" rather than as 

is multicultural (and multifaith), and where fewer and fewer people consider themselves even nominally 
tied to a religious faith, then the Church in the UK could now be considered a private enterPrise/entity. 
28 The importance of a moral vision is a central concern of the communitarian movement. 
Communitarianisin is a contemporary socio-political movement that has issued a 'call to restore civic 
virtues' (Etzioni, 1995: ix). It emphasises the restoration of a balance of individual rights and individual 
responsibilities and argues that communities must exercise 'a moral voice' (ix)--actions which the 
movements' advocates claim will correct the present situation (in the West) of extreme individualism. 
Etzioni believes that "nongeographic" (i. e. imagined, associational) communities can provide some of the 
necessary elements to achieve these goals (1995: 122). There is no single communitarian viewpoint; 
however, what the different perspectives have in common 'is their rejection of liberalism's isolated 
individualism in favor of a more community-centered understanding of human life' (Serene Jones, 
2000: 144). An analysis of the communitarian project is beyond the scope of this thesis. However, it is 
worth noting that both Marilyn Friedman (1989) and Serene Jones (2000) point out that the relationship 
between communitarianism and feminism is an uneasy one. 
29 Respectively: 'For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them' (Matthew 
18: 20); 'For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though 
many, are one body, so it is with Christ. 

.- -Mou are the body of Christ and individually members of it' (I 
Corinthians 12: 12,27); and 'And let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds. not 
neglecting to meet together ... but encouraging one another' (Hebrews 10: 24-25). 
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independent, unconnected, solitary believers. 30 The basis for this reaches back to God's first 

covenant, which was with all peoples (not just certain individuals), and is repeated in the new 
covenant through ChriSt. 31 Scripture, writes Serene Jones, 'is the story of a communal God who 
comes to a communal people who corporately sin and collectively seek to dwell in loving 

community with God and one another' (2000: 156). The passages also indicate that Christians 

need to be in community with other Christians in order to practice, maintain, and develop their 
faith and to give and receive God's love. 

Many ecclesiologies talk about "the Church" being a community, although denominations differ 

as to whether this community is defined as 'the whole body of Christians; the place of worship; 

a particular sect or group of Christians; [or] the clergy' (Cooper, 1996: 53). King (I 998a) notes 
that 'Christianity has always had a strong emphasis on the communal dimension, whether 

understood as the worshipping community, or the institution of the church, or the communion of 

saints, the body of Christ, or the Kingdom of God' (102). The church could also be those 
Christians who attend a particular place of worship: a congregation. One form of Christian 

community that is particularly interesting to feminist theologians is the trinity. This is because 

'it is neither hierarchical nor a family' (Gelder, 1996: 32) but rather 'a society ... based on 

mutuality' (Jane Williams, 1992: 41). Jane Williams also proposes that the trinity is a useful 

means of 'talk[ing] about unity and diversity at the same time' (1992: 42). This helpfully brings 

in this important theme in feminist theology. 32 In the Christian trinity, God is understood to be a 

community of three co-equal (and, feminists add, genderless) "persons". 

Over time, Christians develop certain expectations of their church communities, both at local 

and universal levels. Maitland names 'inclusiveness, membership, incorporation, equality and 

belonging' (1983: 165). To this I would add moral instruction and guidance; absolution and 

forgiveness; fellowship; social interaction and friendship; assistance in times of crisis; security 

in a changing world; opportunities for and leadership of social action; employment (for clergy, 

missionaries, and laity); a source of identity for members; worship and celebration; and a 

pathway to God. Whatever idea or ideas the average believer may ascribe to the nature of "the 

Church", it very likely either symbolises or embodies her understanding of Christian 

community. What distinguishes a church from other sorts of communities is, first of all, that it is 

both "given" and "chosen". While there is certainly voluntary association in a congregation, the 

church community 'describes itself as brought into being by an act of divine initiative' (Serene 

Jones, 2000: 158). Further, '[t]he church requires its members to give the church priority over 

other communal commitments' (2000: 158). 

30 Further, that Christian community may often include 'diverse and not always compatible brothers and 
sisters' (Guenther, 1995: 25). 
31 Witness the beginning of the Lord's Prayer: 'Our Father', not 'My Father'. 
32 See Carr (1988) for more on feminist theology and the trinity. 
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Feminist theologians' work reflects both the ideas put forward by feminists working in other 
disciplines and those of the Christian tradition. Although there is no one "feminist theolo-gical" 

view of community (Serene Jones, 2000), 

[i]nclusive access and egalitarian structure above all characterize the 
conviction, if not always the practice, of contemporary Euro-Amencan 
Christian feminist work on and in community .... [T]he centrality of community 
is a point of both connection with and departure from the malestream33 
Christian tradition (Russell and Clarkson, 1996: 50). 

Some feminist theologians (e. g. S611e) write of "koinonia", community, along with preaching 

and service, as one of the three main roles of church, a role that they claim has not been valued 
by the church in the past. There are many ways that Christian feminists strive to live out 
"community". Some Christian feminist communities endeavour to include excluded persons and 

groups and to work forjustice for all creation (Russell and Clarkson, 1996). Other groups of 
Christian feminists, such as those in the Women-Church movement (Ruether, 1986) and The St 

Hilda Community (1996) have formed worshipping communities and developed liturgical forms 

that reflect these ideas. Throughout, deffi-iitions of "community" are provisional and particular, 

attempting to account for a diversity of views while striving towards a vision of unity. Even so, 

as we saw in Chapter 2, there are feminists who have left the Christian churches because they 

feel they cannot find anything redeeming for women within the church. Such leaving of 

community can be painful as well as liberating (Knott, 1994), particularly when the community 

touches the important life issues of religion and spirituality. 

As with feminists in general, what feminist theologians have said about community is not 

expressly based on the experience of older women. However, we have already seen that there is 

some literature on the place of Christian community in the lives of older people in general, as 

well as their role within Christian and church communities. Christians as well as feminists have 

expressed deep concern over the high value placed on individualism in contemporary western 
34 

society (e. g. Jantzen, 1992). They warn that valuing extreme individualism over community 

concerns can be damaging both for the communities and for vulnerable individual s-including 

33 "Malestream" is a feminist neologism that signals the concept of the "mainstream" as being dominated 
by masculine views. 
34 Regarding feminist theologians' denigration of individualism, Walrath suggests that it may not be so 
much a preferential way of living as a fact imposed by external forces: 

Daily life, which formerly took place within an integrated community or neighborhood, 
is now, for most people, composed of separate segments, each isolated from the rest. 
For most of us, the particular activities of work, school, home, leisure, and church are 
carried on in different places.... Only each individual is in touch with the diverse 
experiences of all the segments of his or her life .... The task of keeping it all together, 
balancing the demands of each segment with the rest, constructing a manageable life, 
falls almost entirely on the individual.... Individualism is no longer a choice for most 
people; it is a fimctional necessity (1987: 21). 

1 think that feminist theologians would largely agree with Walrath, and add that this is the particularly 
frightening aspect of our Western society's individualism. 
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older people--within those communities (Bray, 199 1). Oppenheimer concurs: 'If , ve set up 
autonomy as an obvious aim, we load an extra burden on vulnerable people, making them not 
only helpless but inadequate' (1999: 44). Taking a positive view, Fischer, in the remark that 

opens this chapter, notes that older people are essential for the wellbeing of our larger society, 
as they have their own unique gifts to contribute. By examining the experiences of some 
particular individuals, I hope to be able to learn about the successes and failures of community 

and older women. 

3.5 Community and this project 
From the background offered in this chapter, I have formulated this provisional definition of 
"community", one in keeping with Wellman's concept of "personal communities". For this 

project, community is a "social place", and may be either real or imagined. It may be very small 

or quite large: from as few as two individuals (or a person and something else) to as many as the 

entire human population-or even a community of one person with her God. A community may 
be either given or chosen (or include elements of each), formal or informal, and temporary or 
long-lasting. 

I expect that an interviewee's communities will be recognisable to and identifiable by her. I 

expect that she will be concerned about membership, though she may not always desire it or 
find it a positive experience. Her identity is likely to be connected to her communities, and she 

will probably be involved-actively or passively-in creating the identity of the community. 
Some women may desire the continuation of certain communities and the dissolution of others, 

while other women may be creating new communities. An interviewee mayactively participate, 

although "activity" will be defined quite broadly. I would expect to discover a wide range of 

examples of community, encompassing both common (e. g. family, local church) and unique 
forms of given and chosen "social places"-some of which will be important and others less so 

or not at all. It may be that, at this stage of life, the interviewees experience little or no sense of 

community, though the literature indicates otherwise. All of these things remain to be 

discovered through the empirical research data, which we will examine in Chapter 7. 

3.5.1 Questions to be answered 
Based on the literature from the fields of social gerontology and feminist theology, there are 

certain points I hope the data will support or challenge, as well as questions to be answered (or 

at least addressed). These include, what sorts of communities do older women identify? Are 

they local or "imagined"? Do older women create and nurture communities, and if so, how? 

Does a woman's role or position in a community change as she ages? If so, is it consolidated or 

weakened? Who determines when and how these changes occur-the community or the 
individual? What happens when ageing means that a member's contributions to or interaction 
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with communities change in form or decline? How do both the community and the indi,, idual 

react? If membership ends, is it by choice and what is the impact on an older woman's life? 
What benefits are sought from community membership? What responsibilities do older women 
have towards their communities? What is the balance of involvement versus independence' 

Is the local church a significant community for older Christian women? Are the experiences 
there good, bad, or mixed? Is the local church 'a central institution' in an older woman's 
life, providing fiiendships and an outlet for various activities-or is it 'merely nominal', of 
limited significance in the totality of her life (Stark and Glock, 1968: 163)? Or, as a third 

possibility, do older women seek to balance their interaction with their churches with their 

other, non-church communities? Are local churches places with high social capital and 
therefore excellent resources for older women? Are any perceived problems and difficulties 

linked to ageism or to some other cause? 35 Finally, will the interviewees discuss community 
in terms larger than their own personal networks? Will they see "community" as a goal, as 

an ideal state for our civilisation to achieve? 

A final word about "conu-nunity" within the scope of this project. When researchers study an 

entity that they label a "community", they often do so by pre-selecting and defining the 

boundaries of that community, and then by making observations about its characteristics and 
functions. In contrast, in this project I asked the interviewees to name and describe their own 

communities, without either limiting the parameters or adding any external observations as a 

counterpoint. I hope this will broaden our own thinking as we consider what meanings 
"community" has for older women, and how those meanings can help shape a Christian feminist 

practical theology of older women. 

3.6 Summary 

In this chapter, I have explored the key concept of community as it is employed by sociologists, 

social gerontologists, feminists, and feminist theologians, and have shown how it may apply to 

older Christian women. I have also presented my provisional deftition of community as "social 

place" and raised questions about how the interviewees might experience "community" in their 

lives. 

As this thesis develops, I will propose that community, connection, and caring are separate 

concepts with distinct purposes, yet linked in important ways that make them best understood 

together. From the preceding discussion, we can see that relationships are involved in a 

community, and there are hints that a caring concern-perhaps for other individuals, perhaps for 
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ideals, perhaps for maintaining the community's existence-might be involved. But, the precise 
interplay between the individual and her community, and how this interplay translates into the 
associated ideas of connection and caring, remain to be unravelled in the following chapters. 
Importantly, as we will see in the next chapter, a community is not only a place, it is also the 
place where connection exists and is experienced. Its boundaries, whether physical or 
conceptual, are defined by the connections persons make. So, let us now turn our attention to the 
second key concept of this project: connection. 

35 An unconscious or non-overt ageism within the church could still cause problems for older women, 
even if not perceived by them. Further, not meeting the needs or desires of older people is not necessaril-N 
ageism if there are other, more pressing causes involved (e. g. a lack of resources that effects ever-ý'one). 
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Chapter 4--Connection: relationship in community 

Hell is other people. 
-Jean-Paul Sartrel 

The isolated, autonomous individual clinging to his or her rights and 
impartially performing his or her duties is, from the connectedness perspective, 
a good picture of hell. 

---Grace Jantzený 

4.1 Introduction 

In the last chapter, we considered the concept of comr-nunity and arrived at a working definition 

for this thesis: that it is a social place. In this chapter, we will build on this notion by looking at 
ideas of connection put forward by gerontologists, feminists, and ferninist theologians. If, in the 

wake of globalisation. and new social imperatives, we accept that "community" is a preferable 

societal model to "individualism", then we must also take on board the role and significance of 

connection: the idea that people do not function in isolation but rather that their actions affect 

one another. Connection includes the notions of belonging and interdependence and influences 

understandings of identity. There are benefits to be gained from connection, but also potential 

negative outcomes. Importantly, a lack or a loss of connection can have serious consequences 

for an individual. 

I begin this chapter by looking at what connection is and how it works. Then I will review social 

gerontological research on connection, examining its importance in older people's lives and 

taking a closer look at the issues of belonging and identity. Problems of connection will also be 

noted. We will then look at the local church as a particular source (or not) of connection for 

older people. Next, we will examine what feminists have to say about identity and moral 

development, autonomy and dependency, and relatedness and mutuality. Following this will be 

a discussion of the topics of interconnectedness and God-in-relation as put forward by Christian 

feminist theologians and writers on feminist spirituality. I will conclude with my working 

definition of connection and raise key questions we hope the data will answer in Chapter 8. 

4.2 What is connection? 
A connection is a relationship between an individual and someone or something "other". A 

connection can exist between persons (e. g. family members, co-workers), between a person and 

either animate (e. g. pets) or inanimate (e. g. books) things, between a person and an idea (e. g. 

beliefs, values), between a person and the planet (e. g. the environment), between a person and a 

place or institution (e. g. hometown, church), between living and dead persons (e. g. the 

1 From the one-act drama, No Exit. 
2 Jantzen (1992: 11). 



55 

communion of saints, departed family members), between living and unborn persons (i. e. "the 
future"), and between a person and God (or her idea of the ultimate). Connections are often 
referred to with tenns such as "network", "ties", and "links". There is a continuum of strength 

and durability of connection, ranging from very tenuous to quite strong. Some connections are 

clear and well defined, while others may be "garbled" or "fuzzy" (like a poor telephone 

connection). Because there is a relationship, connection implies some sort of familiarity and 

perhaps mutual understanding, even if not mutual agreement. The connection may involve 

mutual responsibility, although not necessarily symmetrical or equivalent responsibility. 

Interaction between connected individuals can be in person, via low or high technology, or even 

via thoughts, prayers, and memories. Connections are maintained in a variety of ways. Active 

ways include face-to-face meetings and visits, cards and letters, telephone, and, increasingly, 

new communication technologies such as e-mail and Internet discussion groups. Passive forms 

of maintenance require little or no input from an individual: watching television, listening to the 

radio (although radio talk-back programmes can be interactive), reading printed media 
(newspapers, magazines, books), and surfing the Internet. Active maintenance by one or more 

parties to the connection generally implies a desire to continue the relationship--although that 

desire may not come equally from both sides. For instance, some connections can be 

involuntary or unwanted, especially if they are forced upon an individual without her consent 

(e. g. being placed in a nursing home; being stalked). 

Whether desired or not, connections have a quality of attachment that adds an emotional 

dimension to community membership. We will see this now as we consider the social 

gerontological literature. 

4.3 Social gerontologists on connection 

Just as communities play a key role in the lives of older people, so, too, do connections. Jerrome 

names the things to which older people are connected: 'to people, to groups and organisations, 

to beliefs and values, to places and possessions, and to the self (1992: 191). Those with other 

people, however, are often the most important. 

With respect to older people's social networks, Phillipson, et al. found that 

, [m]ost ... respondents identified immediate family (partners, children and grandchildren) as the 

most significant part of their social network' (2001: 118). Friends were next in importance (67), 

often stepping in to help when family members were not available (e. g. when children lived at 

some distance) (80) or when there were no immediate family members (e. g. some ever-single 

older people) (12 1). And, although neighbours are traditionally viewed as behaving in either 
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benign or helpffil ways (e. g. as friends), these researchers discovered that this was not always 
the case (94). 3 

Social gerontologists report that connections created and maintained by older people sene 
several purposes. In the case of families, where women are usually the "ý: in-keepers", older 
women are the link between previous, departed generations and future, upcoming generations, 
thus holding family communities together (Jerrome, 1993). 4 In her intriguing study of 
unconventional beliefs, Bennett (1987) found that many older churchgoing women felt 

themselves connected to deceased loved ones. They reported a range of types of encounters (e. g. 
dreams, the odour of lilies) and/or a steadfast belief that the dead watch over the affairs of the 
living. 

In social and church settings, connections with age peers allow older people to 'affirm their 
belief in tradition, their solidarity with one another, and their adherence to shared standards of 
behaviour' (Jerrome, 1989: 163). Close Eriendships in old age, as we have seen, can be more 
important to women than their own family ties (Jerrome, 1993), especially those friendships 

among age-cohort members. Such 'strong and positive friendship groups provide a way of 
fighting back and a means through which [older women] can re-enter social and cominunity 
life' (Maynard, 1999: 71). Overall, connections in old age can be 'part of a strategy for survival' 
(Jerrome, 1989: 16 1) and the 'expression of a notion of ageing well' (Jerrome, 1992: 13 1). 

Women in particular invest in and spend this form of social capita15 which provides the benefits 

of security, reciprocity, friendship, and support in time of need. 

Browne (1998) has written of connections as a source of power and strength for some older 

women, whether for taking collective action or for personal successful ageing. Indeed, 

connections are very important for older persons, both for physical and mental well being, 

especially if the older person lives alone and has little contact with others. One can be isolated 

physically, yet still be connected (by thought, by technology, etc. ). Phillipson, et al. discovered 

that social networks (i. e. communities) are today maintained in a variety of ways in addition to 

face-to-face contact, thanks to increasingly widespread and affordable technologies such as 

telephones, mobile phones, and computers, the latter allowing access to e-mail and the Internet 

(2001: 77). Likewise, television helps older people keep in touch with the wider world (243). 

3 We will see evidence of this in my own data in Chapter 8. 
4 Jerrome describes "Idn-keepers" as 'those family members who take responsibility for keeping track of 
personal developments and sustaining links between the generations and between the different branches' 
(1993: 86). 
5 Sara Arber, BSA presidential address, April 2000 (see Chapter 3, footnote 17). The concepts of social 
support and social capital were discussed in Chapter 3. 
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Two other key benefits of connection for older people, especially older women, are belonging 

and a sense of identity. We will consider these now, as well as problems that can aiise with 
connection. 

4.3.1 Belonging 

It might appear to the reader that the idea of "belonging" should have been discussed In Chapter 
3 as part of ideas of community. Certainly, belonging is usually considered to be an aspect of 
communities. However, I see belonging as an element of connection. For me, "belonging" has 

emotional connotations above and beyond what "membership" implies (recalling that 

membership was discussed with community). Community, by my definition, is a social place, a 

stage, an arena; as such, it does not have emotional overtones. Connection, on the other hand, 

involves one or more persons, and persons have feelings. Thus, "belonging" is a feeling a 

person has. There is an emotional element to belonging that gives it a proper home with 
"connection". 

As we saw with "given" and "chosen" communities, there is a parallel in desiring to belong to a 

connection or wishing one did not belong to a connection. However, this does not match up one- 
for-one with given and chosen communities because a particular given community (e. g. fanuily) 

may involve connections a person strongly wishes to maintain. 

Positive connections may provide a sense of security and a source of strength, as the individual 

knows that she has a partner, a support, a cheerleader, and someone to share a burden. As Grey 

points out, '[b]eing connected does not spell death to the self's free determination and creativity, 
but is the framework for making these concrete' (1991: 16). Indeed, power (empowerment) can 

come Erom. a connection, as much as from a hierarchy (Ozorak, 1996). And, a person often has 

the power to either accept or reject a potential connection (Griffiths, 1995). There will be 

expectations from both sides of the connection, but this is not necessarily bad. Obligations are a 

sign of mature responsibility, of being needed and depended upon. Some examples of 

obligations we might have are to attend to another's needs, to take on tasks, and to share of 

oneself as well as to let others share of themselves. Even in a connection of unequally 

distributed power, a woman need not subordinate herself (O'Brien, 1996). 

Finally, belonging is also about identity. When we feel we belong to a particular connection, for 

better or worse, that connection helps us identify who we are. Relationships with family, 

employment, geographic areas, socio-political movements and more give us labels that we and 

others can use to understand ourselves. Later in this chapter, I will review the fen-ýnist 

theorising on identity; but first, I wish to consider some particular concerns regarding identity 

and older women. How do older women construct and manage their Identities? Do they use their 
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connections to help them? What words do they use to describe themselves (e. g. "Christian", 
"mother", "neighbour)? In particular, do they claim or reject "old age" as an identity? 

4.3.2 Identity 

Identity is a particular issue for older women, who face societal discrimination on the grounds 
of age. MacRae notes that the emphasis of identity 

as the sum total of an individual's roles has contributed to a view of old age as 
a time of identity crisis.... [E]mphasis is placed on role and status loss 

... and 
identity is considered to be in jeopardy, negatively and detrimentally affected 
by the losses which elderly persons face (1995: 149-150). 

And it is not just others in society who take this view, but sometimes older women themselves. 
So, how do older women maintain-or even create-their identities as they age? 'The primary 
basis of self-identity for the majority of .. elderly women ... is focused around their interpersonal 

relationships to others' (MacRae, 1995: 15 8). 6 

Older women have identities as teachers and grandmothers. In both capacities, they have 

experience that they are willing to share with other individuals and with their commUrnities. 

They can offer advice, historical facts and perspective, empathy, knowledge (often labelled 

"wisdom"), and practical help. (When society speaks positively about older persons, it is often 

with the phrase, 'The old have so much to teach us'. ) These roles of teacher and grandmother 

lead very naturally into another identity older women have, that of carer. 7 Having a role is very 

important to establishing an identity, and older women should claim as many roles as they 

rightly can. (For instance, in the Christian context, and especially that of the churches, older 

women are the repositories of the faith, the keepers of the oral traditions as well as the rites and 

beliefs of their communities. ) 

'[C]onfirmation of identity' is one of the benefits many older people gain from their connections 

to 'old-age organisations', specifically social clubs and church fellowships (Jerrome, 1992: 189). 

This comes both from solidarity with one's cohort peers in the group as well as the fact that 

particular clubs and fellowships are chosen by the individual and are therefore 'a means of self- 

expression' (189). Together, the members of such groups work to define the meaning of "ageing 

well" and to set standards by which individual members can compare themselves (Jerrome, 

1992). In the absence of relevant role models among previous generations, today's communities 

of older persons are trailblazers, informing society of what older age is and of what older people 

are doing with their lives (Jerrome, 1992: 190), thus countering ageism. Jerrome adds other 

images older people wish to have of themselves: 'as caring ftiends, as independent-rrunded 

6 This should not be surprising if we accept the feminist theones of identity discussed below. 
7 This will be explored in depth in Chapter 5. 
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parents, as responsible association members, as old people who cope with difficulties' 
(1992: 195). 

The churches are currently making an effort to deliver the message that "being" is as important 
as "doing", and that older people should not be devalued if they can no longer participate 
actively in their communities. NVbile roles are important to identity, so, too, the churches say is 
one's basic humanity. Sanger notes that her focus group participants 'did on the whole feel that 
they were accepted by the church for who they were and not for what they did, although there 

was represented the feeling that who you are and what you do are intertwined' (1999: 2 7) .8 This 

raises the issue of "being" versus "doing". 9 Gillespie found that, for older women in church 

congregations, '[b]eing "active, " doing something, was evidence to themselves that they were 

worthy members. Their standard exacts a painful toll when the physical disability of aging sets 
in' (1992: 195). 

Besides roles, identity has much to do with our connections with other people. As Bray states, 
'[m]uch of our knowledge of ourselves and of God is formed and maintained through our 
lifetime in relationships, but as the social circle declines in old age there are fewer relationships 
in which to test our identity and through which to find God's love' (1991: 16). 

Wilson writes of identity as a process, which could mean that it is never complete. She mentions 
'the privatised obsessions of the search for identity' (1996: 247), which are usually associated 

with younger or perhaps middle-aged persons, but rarely discussed in conjunction with older 

people. One aspect of ageism is the assumption that older people have formed their identities 

and are no longer seeking to understand themselves in relation to others or to the social world. 
However, Jerrome (1992) challenges this by describing how older people compare their 

individual experiences to those of other persons in order to determine whether they are "old" 

and to learn how to adapt to the physical changes age brings. Older people resist having 

identities such as "old" assigned to them and, like any other people, wish to choose their own 

identities and how they wish to be known to others. 

Why is identity important to this thesis? Older women themselves are concerned about identity, 

about feeling good about themselves, and about being given recognition. 'o Maynard remarks on 

the importance to women of 'self-worth, personal identity and pride' as necessary for later life 

(1999: 65), and says these are linked to independence and autonomy. Even more importantly, 

older women are concerned about lacking an identity and thus being invisible and/or 

superfluous in the eyes of the world. 

' As Wraight notes, '[a] job in the church, whatever it is, gives a sense of identity' (2001b: 52). 
9 This topic will be discussed in Chapter 5. 
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'The issue of identity in later life is raised often in the social gerontological literature but is little 

researched, let alone adequately conceptualised or theorised' (Tulle-Winton, 2000: 643). 11 

Because concepts of identity and how it is formed are varied and complex, and because they are 
often within the realm of psychology, which is not a part of this thesis, I will not delx, -e too 
deeply into it here. While I do not wish to dash off a shallow definition, neither do I wish to 

sidetrack this thesis into an area that is not its primary focus. Therefore, I ask the reader to 

accept that I will be using a common-sense understanding that "identity" is how a person 
distinguishes herself from others-the characteristics that she knows as constituting "herself'. 
There is a boundary between herself and others, a separation, but there is also a sense of 
connection, of belonging, that forms a part of an older woman's identity. Self-esteem comes 
from knowing oneself as an individual and from knowing to whom or to what we belong. 

Being old can become the predominant identity for a woman, particularly if she relocates to a 

new community where she is unknown in any other way (Macdonald and Rich, 1984; Fennell, 

et al., 1988). How does old(er) age become part of a woman's identity? 

i. Old age and being old 
What is "old"? Fischer says, '[b]ecause aging is culturally defined in ways that do not 

correspond with our experience, we fmd it hard to call ourselves old' (1995: 8). One common 
defi. nition offered by Jerrome: 'You are old when ill health produces a change in life-style' 

(1989: 156) and 'to be really old is to be functionally impaired. Old age should be resisted, 

though surrender is legitimate after a struggle .... Old age is thus a moral category. Responses to 

it are a matter of virtue and moral strength or weakness' (1989: 160). These points are reinforced 
by other researchers (e. g. Hurd, 1999). 

Minichiello, Browne, and Kendig identified two social aspects of being older: ... being seen as 

old" and... "being treated as old"' (2000: 258). Their informants cited numerous negative 

associations with oldness, including 'not trying, withdrawn, isolated, irritating, self-oriented, 

living outside the mainstream, unattractive, uninteresting, frail, senile, silly, over the hill, 

narrow-minded, a burden, lonely, vulnerable, dowdy, and unproductive' (25 9). Jerrome's 

informants distinguished themselves as active and therefore different from their fellows who 

were 'lonely, passive, demanding, sometimes suspicious and ungrateful, and often childlike' 

(1989: 16 1). By contrast, people who are active no matter their chronological age are not old 

(Jerrome, 1989; Hurd, 1999; Minichiello, et al., 2000). 

10 Thanks to Kim Knott for this suggestion. 
11 More about identity in later years can be found in Simon Biggs, 1999, The Mature Imagination: 
Dynamics ofIdentity in Midlifie and Beyond, Open University Press, Buckingham and Philadelphia. 
(Book review by Tulle-Winton, 2000). 
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Importantly, Minichiello, et al. found that K- 
ageism in interpersonal relationships may have the greatest impact on the older 
person's self-perceptions and their feeling[s] of safety [and support] in the 
community. 12 The affronts of face-to-face discrimination can prompt an 
assessment of the self as old, with a subsequent move from a positive to a 
negative ageing experience (2000: 275). 

Thus, while connections and membership in community may help stave off a person's sense of 
being old herself, those same connections and communities might also pose a danger to self- 
identity and the ability to maintain one's connections and roles. An unsought and undesired shift 
in identity from "not old" to "old" could result in anger or depression. She may struggle with 
seeing herself in a new way and, without support, lose her sense of self. (She may reject others' 
definitions outright, if she has a strong sense of identity. ) Other meaningful identities may be 

altered by adding "old" to the mix. There is a loss of control when others claim the right to label 

a woman in a way she does not wish to accept or believe. This can be ffightening as well as 
frustrating: what other things will she lose control over once her right to self-identity is taken 

away? 

In recent years, there has been much debate in the gerontological literature about the usefulness 

and appropriateness of terms such as "elderly" and "old age". 13 As Molly Andrews states, 
'[a]ge, like other aspects of identity, comprises both an objective and a subjective dimension' 

(2000: 794). Thane lists some of the subjective dimensions as 'social power and/or physical 

activity, appearance, and capacity for work' (2000: 235-236). Minichiello, Browne, and 
Kendig's study supports the subjective dimension, saying that 'older people embrace a notion of 

oldness which is not about chronological age, but about a state of being, that is about how one 

sees oneself (2000: 260). Hurd found that old age was largely subjective, that 'chronological 

age, while a badge of honor, is not the means by which the "not old" are distinguishable from 

the "ol&" (1999: 425). It is 'the act of distancing themselves from the "old" [that] becomes an 

exercise in self-definition' (Hurd, 1999: 425). By denying their own age, however, older persons 
lose touch with 'all the years they have lived, the things they have learned, the selves they have 

evolved from and the selves they are becoming' (M Andrews, 1999: 309). A better conception, 

she says, is to understand 'a continuity of self' (312), to realise that '[w]e are still the same 

people who we always have been, but we are more deeply so' (311). 

12 The community the authors refer to is the general society in which people live, rather than a specific 
subgroup of people. 
13 For example, Bytheway (1995,2000) thinks that ageist terms should be abandoned entirely, while HB 
Gibson thinks 'ageist ... words ... should be rehabilitated and used only in [ther] true descriptive sense, 
dissociated from all the negative terms that have become associated with [them]' (2000: 776). Molly 
Andrews (1999,2000) agrees that some terms have a usefulness and can be claimed as empowering. She 
suggests "ageful" as just such a term (2000: 79 1). 
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4.3.3 Other issues associated with connection 
Much of the social gerontological literature on connection and older women focuses on the 
problems and negative aspects of connection in their fives, rather than on the positive aspects. 
Even so, in addition to struggles over identity and old age, older women may experience other 
issues related to connection, such as isolation, dependency, and loss. (It is important to 

remember that these can occur at any age, however. ) 

A lack of connection can cause isolation and loneliness. 'Social isolation (aloneness) describes 

the situation of the older person who lives alone and has few social contacts. In contrast, 

emotional isolation (loneliness) refers to the subjective experience of feeling lonely' (Johnson 

and Mullins, 1989: 113; authors' emphasis). As noted earlier, an older person can be physically 
isolated from regular social contact, yet still be connected. Isolation becomes a problem when it 
isfelt: 'Clinical experience suggests that one of the, if not the most, tenifying human experience 
is psychological isolation. This is not just being alone. It is the feeling of being locked out of the 

possibility of human connection' (Miller and Stiver, 1993: 428; authors' emphasis). 

The issue of dependency is also significant for older women. Older people are at risk in a 

society that spurns dependency. Their fears about "becoming a burden" to loved ones or to 

society are encouraged by the valuing of independence and self-reliance. Instead of seeing it as 

the opportunity for others to share in the grace of interrelatedness, their dependency becomes a 
huge worry for older people. Says Fischer, 'as we age ... [w]e move, not from dependence to 

independence, but from the kind of dependence we knew as a child to a mature dependence 

characterized by mutual exchange, by reciprocal giving and receiving over time' (1995: 16). As 

Maynard points out, '[i]ndependence and autonomy are ... key indicators of quality of life for 

older women' (1999: 64). We will take a closer look at dependency a bit fluther on when we 

review feminist theories of connection. 

Loss of connection may be the result of a decision by the other person or persons in the 

connection to end the bond, or by the practical need to cut ties, such as the decision to move 

house to be closer to family. For example, an older woman whose identity has been tied to being 

active in her church may worry (if physical frailty means that she must drop out of certain 

activities) that her entire presence in the church community is no longer necessary (Gillespie, 

1995). These losses may even threaten an older woman's sense of self-worth (Fischer, 1998) 

and identity. Other women may be more comfortable with a less active role, and the transition is 

easier and the fear not present. 

Older women fear losing their connections to other people, and with that loss a loss of their 

roles in their communities. They fear being known to others as only "an old woman" or as "so- 
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and-so's widow", if those who knew their history are gone and no one new takes up that 
interest. Establishing an identity at any age takes effort; making friends gets harder with age. 
They may be distressed by the changes to the world around them, and fear being left behind. 
Loss of connection can happen between a person and an idea or way of life, as well as betv, -een 
two people. For example, Irene Brown (1992) discovered that, in the case of one older woman 
and her church, 'as the church changed, the loss of those half-known, half-felt 

meanings ... [meant that her] familiar world had been disrupted, without any explicit process that 

might have helped her to recognize how she needed to disengage in order to make new 

commitments to new ways' (242). 

4.3.4 Local churches and connection 
Connection is a fundamental aspect of Christianity. Fostering a sense of belonging and offering 

places of fellowship are key and very important to churchgoing older people (Sanger, 1999: 27). 

Hammond and Treetops note how crucial a sense of belonging to one's church is for older 

people, as the church community is 'a family which in some ways substitutes for the natural 
family, and in other ways transcends it' (2001: 39). These authors list three key ways that 

churches can foster a sense of belonging for older people: through fellowship, affirmation of 
intrinsic worth and gifts still to be offered, and 'sensitive pastoral care' (40). Delving a bit 

deeper, Wraight comments that 'there are five levels of belonging which are particularly 
important [for women] when joining a new congregation': being known, being valued, feeling 

accepted, being involved, and feeling called by God to that place (2001 a: 107-109)., 4 We will 

see in Chapter 8 whether this project's respondents felt a sense of belonging to their local 

churches, and why or why not. 

What is the local church's role in identity forination and maintenance for older women? Shaping 

of identity, and especially whether or not one is "old", is at work in the local church. Says 

Jerrome, 'personal constructions of old age are dependent on confirmation by others. This 

principle-the intersubjectivity of experience in old age-is clearly at work in the church 

community' (1989: 158). 

Fellowship (as distinct from friendship) and dependency are issues that churches have identified 

as relevant to their connections with older members. Jerrome defines fellowship as 'a vital 

Christian concept implying spiritual solidarity, universal goodwill and tolerance' (1992: 72), 

while friendship, 'in British culture, is a voluntary, informal, personal and private relationship' 

(72) that fimctions to provide 'social integration, support, sociability, [and) socialisation' (9). 

While a church may offer both fellowship and ftiendship opportunities for older persons, it is 

the former that is considered to be its area of expertise. A quantitative study undertaken by the 

"' Wraight explores this further in Eve's Glue (200 1 b). 
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Christian Research organisation showed that '[a]most all (94%) churchgoers ... find it important 
to a greater or lesser extent for them to meet or have fellowship with other Christians 

.... It was 
also more true of female than male churchgoers' (Brierley, 2000: 36). Fellowship, rather than 
friendship, was also cited by Hubbert's respondents as a primary reason for attending church- 
especially being able to pray with others (1991: 59). Jerrome (1992) distinguishes between 

religious fellowships (not worship services, but church-related gatherings, such as "women's 
fellowship") and non-religious clubs by the intent of the community. The implication here is 

that, although both clubs and fellowships have much in common, the underlying intent of a 
fellowship is religious or devotional, while that of a club is for friendship purposes, or to further 

some cause or goal. Fellowships work to strengthen individual members' faith by offering them 
the opportunity to associate with like-minded Christians. 

For older women, dependence comes when increasing age brings frailty, lack of mobility, 

mental incapacity, or other infirmýties. Usually seen by both the carer and the recipient of care 

as negative, dependence has more recently been interpreted in a positive light from the life of 
Christ. John Williams cites Vanstone" who argues that the elderly share an important feature of 
Christ's passion: the progressing from a time of activity to one of passivity, 'from the realm of 
doing to the realm of being done to' (1992: 16). Being able to find dignity and meaning in 
dependence could be another area where the churches could show their aptitude. 

Yet churches are not solely enriching places of fellowship and support for their members, as is 

true of any institution or collective of human beings. The potential for problems is always 

present, and some problems can be quite distressing for older members (Krause, et al., 2000). 

These can be either unpleasant encounters with fellow congregants at church (cliques, 

unwelcoming behaviour, gossip, and unresolved conflict from the past), conflict with the 

minister, or conflict over specific church policies or doctrine. Unresolved past conflicts can 

include those outside the church as well. These can also be quite troublesome for older people 

who may feel they have less time (or opportunity, if the persons involved have died) to resolve 

them: 

The unfinished business of human relationships from our earlier years becomes 
the pressing business of our later years .... The need, before it is too late, to 
become reconciled with significant others and to find the healing of painful 
memories is a legitimate and urgent focus of spirituality in ageing (Jewell, 
I 999a: 11). 

As we hope to be reconciled to God, so we need to be reconciled to one another. 

15 Vanstone, W H, 1982, The Stature of Waiting, Darton, Longman and Todd, London. 
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In her study of older women's spirituality, Hubbert discovered 'the centrality and sanctity of 
relationships in their lives' (1991: 7 1). We can see, then, that connection in the church is an area 
rich with life-enhancing possibilities for older women, yet not free from problems 

4.4 Feminist theories of connection 
Connection is an evocative concept for feminists. Since the 1970s, they have worked to get 
beneath superficial understandings of the term to discover nuanced meanings in its depths. The 

theme of connection is played out in discussions of identity, moral development, autonomy, and 
dependency. VAiile not all feminists agree on definitions and valuations of these concepts- 
indeed, some are hotly contested-it is still possible to construct a general picture of feminist 

thought in this area. 

4.4.1 Identity and moral development: the self-in-relation 
Much research and theorising has been done in the fields of psychoanalysis and psychology on 
the nature of identity formation and subjectivity (how the individual comes to understand 
herself as a separate, unique self), particularly by Freud, Lacan, and Kristeva. While a detailed 

review of the literature is beyond the scope of this thesis, nevertheless some basic ideas put 
forward by feminists will help us understand the ways women establish or view their identities. 

Wilson (1996) suggests that there are various identities women have or seek to have. These can 
be divided, as I see it, into four oppositional pairs: herself versus individual others; her personal 

identity versus her social or political identity; her individual identity versus that of her 

collective(s); and her "true" or "real" identity versus the socially constructed one she is 

assigned. All of these function and develop for a woman concurrently as she strives to answer 

the question, 'Who am I'? Women find some identities given to them (e. g. the socially 

constructed) but choose others for themselves (such as by aligning themselves with political 

groups). 

Can connections (i. e. relationships) contribute to or even determine a woman's identity? Two 

early, key texts that laid the foundation for an understanding of women's sense of "self-in- 

relation" are Nancy Chodorow's The Reproduction ofMothering and Carol Gilligan's In A 

Different Voice. In The Reproduction ofMothering, first published in 1978, Chodorow makes 

the important point that 'women experience a sense of self-in-relation that is in contrast to 

men's creation of a self that wishes to deny relation and connection' (1999: viii). Whereas 

women see themselves (and others) as fundamentally connected to the world, men see 

themselves as separate. This view of oneself and one's identity as either connected or separate 

provides the foundation for a person's behaviour (e. g. women and girls are more affillative, men 

and boys are more competitive). 
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In A Different Voice (1982) is a study of the moral development of girls and boys. Gilligan, too, 
theorises that women have a different worldview from men, that women '[see] a world 
comprised of relationships rather than of people standing alone, a world that coheres through 
human connection rather than through systems of rules' (29). And, it is on the strength of this 
worldview, she says, that women make moral judgements based on situational responsibilitv 
rather than on universally applied statements ofjustice. Gilligan calls women's image of the 
world 'a network of connection, a web of relationships' (32), and proposes that it could be the 
basis of a new ethic. 16 

Extensive debate followed Chodorow and Gilligan, and there continues to be no universally 
agreed view among feminists of women's "self-in-relation". Nevertheless, most feminists 

support an ethic of connection, however they may define it. Unlike human developmental 

models that equate maturity with separation and independence, feminists claim that true 

maturity is based on a realisation of connection and a striving to enhance it-and that this is the 

path women most frequently follow (Miller and Stiver, 1993: 425). Feminists also suggest that 

such a theory of moral development, one based on connection, 'provides a better social model 
than the typically individualistic one' (Fischer, 1995: 15) that is typical of our male-dominated 

society. 

From this female worldview comes a new concept of self. A woman, writes Gilligan, 'comes to 
know herself as she is known, through her relationships with others' (1982: 12). She asseils that 
being in relationship forms one of 'the paradoxical truths of human experience-that we know 

ourselves as separate only insofar as we live in connection with others, and that we experience 

relationship only insofar as we differentiate other from self' (63). The authentic self, then, is 
both separate and connected and dependent upon others for its identity. ' 7 As we will see in the 

discussion of autonomy (below), it is important to hold onto the idea of separate selves, even 

when defining persons as being in relation. For feminists, both oneself and other persons are 

equally important and distinct partners in a connection. The other person (or group, for that 

matter) '[is not] a projection of self, [nor is the selfl a continuation of the other' (Donner, 

16 Walter and Davie note that 'Gilligan is not without her critics... who argue that it is social role, not 
biological femaleness, that leads to an ethic of connection-a view Gilligan herself seems not averse to' 
(1998: 65 1). For my purposes here, these two possible sources of women's "ethic of connection" are not at 
issue; I will take the ethic as a given. 
17 Importantly, other writers have theorised that not only women but all people experience their identity 
through relationships with others, without losing their separateness (e. g. McFadyen, 1990). While not 
disputing that men and boys may experience this, Chodorow and Gilligan are claiming that understanding 
oneself as "self-in-relation" is a foundational aspect of female identity. 
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1997: 381, citing Grimshaw). 18 Were either of these cases true, then the relationship would be 

oppressive and potentially exploitative. 19 

4.4.2 Autonomy and dependency 

How do feminists, then, conceptualise autonomy, commonly understood to imply a separate, 

rather than a connected, self? Autonomy is a word used by feminists of all persuasions, but with 
different interpretations; frequently, those interpretations are pejorative. For example, Haney 

notes that while having certain positive aspects, 'there is much about that concept [of autonomy] 

that isolates us and commends an illusory sense of self-sufficiency' (1994: 8). Yet, Hampson 

reminds us that the opposite of autonomy (self-govemance) is heteronomy (other-govemance) 

and that '[autonomy], etymologically, does not mean independence' (I 996a: 1), and therefore 

does not exclude connection. It is '[e]xcessive claims to autonomy [that] lose sight of human 

connectedness and distort understanding of responsibilities and duties to others and to the 

planet' (Clague, 1996: 14). Can these views be reconciled? 

In an excellent review of feminist thinking on autonomy from the 1970s through the early 

1990s, Friedman explains that 

the predominant tendency for feminist philosophers writing about autonomy in 
the 1980s and early 1990s was both to criticize mainstream theorists of 
autonomy for their male-oriented neglect of interpersonal relationships and to 
propose the development of an alternative, relational conception (1997: 47). 

Latterly, feminists have arrived at a more nuanced understanding of autonomy, a viewpoint that 

values aspects of autonomy (Donner, 1997) and integrates it with connection: 

For feminists autonomy means liberation from patriarchy and the resultant 
empowerment experienced by those who take control of their lives in their own 
particularity and subjectivity .... [T]rue autonomy lies in [a woman's] own 
subjective view of being a person in particular relationships (Clague, 1996: 15). 

This integrated understanding is sometimes called "relational autonomy" (Fischer, 1995: 15), 

and aims to incorporate the positive aspects of both connection and autonomy-'O 

However, if autonomy does not mean independence, and if persons are essentially connected, 

then dependency becomes an issue that must be addressed. In contemporary Westem society, 

dependency is often denigrated, even despised. To be dependent is to be a drain on society's 

18 Grimshaw, J, 1986, Philosophy and Feminist Thinking, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis. 
19 This is not to be confused with the concept of "the Other", which feminists have used to deride 

patriarchal attitudes towards "those" who are different (and somehow either inferior or opposed) to "us 
For example, '[I] f we believe ... that neither our sisters and brothers nor the rest of nature is "the other, " 

we will not violate their being, nor our own. Ethics of mutual respect would not allow coercion or 
domination' (Spretnak, 1994b: xxix). 
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resources, a non-contributor to the common good . 
21 According to Kittay (1997), dependant 

persons and those who care for them are not fully equal citizens in our society. In short, while 
independence and self-sufficiency are applauded and rewarded, dependence is considered to be 
a defect at best and a social evil at worst. How can an understanding that persons are essentially 
in connection with one another counter such assertions? Can one be connected and still be 
independent, or is there always an element of dependence (of ourselves on others or of others on 
us) in a connection? 

Feminists answer these questions by emphasising the positive aspects of dependence. 
Recognising and choosing dependence becomes a positive step in moral development. Again 
drawing on her research, Gilligan (1986) writes: 

By opposing dependence to isolation, the girls conveyed the assumption that 
dependence is positive, that the human condition is a condition of dependence, 
and that people need to rely on one another for understanding, comfort and 
support. Therefore, dependence was not simply the condition of the unequal, 
the one controlled by someone else, the one who lacks independence. 
Dependence, rather, was created by choices to be there for others, to take care 
of them, to listen, to try to understand and to help (227-228; author's 
emphasis). 

Feminism has posited a way to achieve this turnaround by advocating a new ethical system in 

which the individual and her community are not viewed as discrete or oppositional, but as 

mutually necessary and reinforcing. 22 This is the "we-thinking" (as opposed to "I-thinking") that 

is critical for humanity's-and the planet's-future, says S61le (1990). Such a system would 
'further the welfare of the community and the dignity of the individual' (Jantzen, 1992: 9; 

emphasis mine). 

Nevertheless, a very real experience of dependence for many women is that of oppression, 

where a woman loses her individual self in meeting the expectations of another. It can be 

restricting or smothering if there is a dominant (or problematic) person who has undue influence 

on the relationship. This is the negative extreme of the sense of security and mutual dependence 

that can come with connection: 'Self-interested and self-seeking individuals who, in relation, are 

only there in, for and with themselves are destructive of the possibilities of genuine relation' 

20 For an in-depth exploration of this concept, I refer the reader to Mackenzie, C, and Sto1jar, N, eds, 
2000, Relational Autonomy: Feminist Perspectives on Autonomy, Agency, and the Social Self, Oxford 
University Press, New York and Oxford. 
21 According to Fiona Williams of the University of Leeds, the recipients of state benefits are despised for 
just this reason. (Plenary speech at the University of Leeds Centre for Interdisciplinary Gender Studies 
conference, "Gendering Ethics/"Me Ethics of Gender", June 2000. ) 
22 Professor Richard Sennett refers to his theory of 'the incomplete self: '[P]eople's competencies are 
limited. And I am now trying to understand more analytically what that kind of incompleteness means 
about the social relations of people, because it needs other people to do things you can't do for yourselF 
(Strangleman, 2000: 3). 
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(McFadyen, 1990: 151). Therefore, 'relationships of certain sorts are necessary for the 
realization of autonomy, whereas relationships of certain other sorts can be irrelevant or 
positively detrimental to it' (Friedman, 1997: 56). 

There are other potential negative consequences of connection. Although we enjoy our 
connections with others when times are good, along with the attachment comes the possibility 
of sharing another's pain and suffering, or of experiencing our own sense of sadness and pain, 
as when we watch others suffer (Burch, 1994). We may be asked to take on certain roles, duties, 

or functions that we would prefer not to. Some connections compete with others (Friedman, 
1989), for example work and family, sometimes forcing us to make a choice between them or 
else to live with the tension this raises. We may discover that we have been only partially or 
begrudgingly accepted into a relationship, and we may not participate as fully as we wish. Just 

as Griffiths (1995) tells us of our power to accept or reject connections with others (above), so 

she reminds us that we can, in turn, be accepted or rejected by others. 

Perhaps the worst outcome of connection is the possible loss of it. If we accept feminist theories 

that women define themselves by their relationships with others, then 'when a woman loses a 
loved one she also loses a sense of self, which intensifies grief and requires a new identity 

23 formation' (Rice, 1989: 248). Loss of connection may also lead to anger and frustration (Zorn 

and Johnson, 1997) and perhaps even more severe physical, emotional, and psychological 
distress. Even the fear of loss can be debilitating, causing what Miller and Stiver terin 'the terror 

of disconnection for women at all ages' (1993: 425). 

Finally, there is the trap of using theories of women's essential relatedness in ways that oppress, 

rather than liberate, them (as we will see an example of in the next chapter). Misuse of the idea 

of connection can hold women back from achieving full humanity and selfhood in the eyes of 

the world (Grey, 199 1). Too much emphasis can be placed on the idea of connection, 

particularly if it obscures the differences between women and instead considers all women to be 

essentially alle. We do well to be wary of 'the overvaluing and glorification of connectedness, 

community, and relation' (Donner, 1997: 384). 24 

While acknowledging the very real problems women experience with connection, and despite 

the difficulties of arriving at a consensus among themselves, feminists continue to work with the 

23 Rice is being extreme, I believe. Does the loss of a loved one necessarily require a new identity 
formation? This would be true only if there was no identity apart from the deceased loved one. Perhaps an 
identity reorganisation is what is called for, as might happen with any major life change (e. g. getting 
married, moving home, unemployment). In my view, identity is always either "under construction" or 
"being renovated". 
24 Koehn takes exception to certain feminists, essentialisation of relatedness, stating that it poses 
problems for a true ethic of care (1998: 44). 



70 

concept of connection-also known as relatedness-because of the rich possibilities it offers for 

new ways of living in the world: 
[W]omen's experience ... of relationships ... provides a nonhierarchical vision of 
human connection. Since relationships, when cast in the image of hierarchy, 
appear inherently unstable and morally problematic, their transportation into 
the image of web changes an order of inequality into a structure of 
interconnection (Gifligan, 1982: 62). 

This could be a new structure for communities, one based not on hierarchy but on equality, 
interdependence, and mutual support and empowerment (i. e. mutuality) (Zappone, 199 1; 

Heyward, 1996). TaIdng the concept further, many feminists share 'the conviction that the 

whole of human existence is grounded in terms of relationality-to other people, to ideas, to 

value-systems and so on' (Clague, 1996: 14). Connectedness involves all of creation, not just 

humanity. 

How have Christian feminist theologians used these ideas in their work? In the next section, A, e 

will first consider general ideas of connection (or interconnection, another terrn frequently used) 

discussed in feminist theology and spirituality, then proceed to examine the Christian ferrunist 

concept of "God-in-relatiorf'. 

4.5 Feminist theology, fen-dnist spirituality, and interconnection 

The concept of interconnection is a powerful and resonant one for feminist theologians (both 

Christian and post-Christian) and for writers of feminist spirituality. In fact, it is a 'common, 

dominant characteristic' (Alsford, 1999: 129). Despite the caveats, mentioned previously, that 

relatedness can be construed negatively as an essentialist view of women's nature, and that 

connections are not always positively experienced by women (Grey, 1991), nevertheless many 

feminist theologians have chosen to take up the idea as 'both true and useful' (Alsford, 

1999: 131). 

Let us break this apart. Feminist theologians see connection as "true" because, as Heyward 

states, 'the experience of relation is fimdamental and constitutive of human being' (1982: 1). 

God creates us, she says, as 'relational characters' (8). So essential to human existence do some 

feminist theologians perceive connection to be that they say our connections precede our 

awareness of them: 

[T]he interdependence of reality means that every life form is essentially 
related to every other. So, the process of the self's becoming whole ... 

does not 
have to do with transcendence-since the self is essentially connected to God, 

others, and the natural world. It has to do with the self s becoming aware of its 
interconnectedness and then living in ways that nourish the relationships 
between self, others, God and the world that already exist (Zappone, 199 1: 11 - 
12; author's emphasis). 
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This truth-and our awareness of it-is then liberating, allowing individual fulfilment, as 
Zappone implies. 25 

Further, say feminist theologians, the truth of humanity's essential interconnectedness can 
ultimately be liberating for all people, men as well as women (Alsford, 1999: 132). Of course, 
there have always been relationships between human beings. What feminist theologians are 
speaking of is 'a new way of relating ... of overcoming relationships based on hierarchical 

dominance/submission patterns with relationships of reciprocity, interdependence and 

mutuality' (Grey, 1993: 59). This is what Heyward terms living in mutual relation or right 

relation . 
26 The process of relating in new ways--of being aware of and acting upon our essential 

interrelatedness-is a necessary component of achieving "wholeness". As Zappone states, 

women's spiritual j ourney is from a state of brokenness to one of wholeness, and wholeness 

cannot be achieved without the involvement of others (1991: 8). Further, wholeness is not an 
27 individual but a collective pursuit. And as such, the journey towards wholeness involves the 

difficult task of actively seeking relationship with and valuing those who are unlike ourselves- 
"the other". It involves all humanity. Therefore, wholeness comes from completeness of 

connection in community. 

Notions of interconnectedness are "useful" because they allow feminist theologians to challenge 

traditional theories and theologies that, on examination, exclude (or appear to exclude) women. 
For example, Slee uses it to challenge certain aspects of Fowler's (1996) theory of faith 

development as not accounting fully for aspects of women's experience. She contends that 

'women's faith is constructed in predominantly relational terms' (2000: 12), saying, 

4relationality appears to represent not so much a moment or phase within a developmental 

sequence of faith as a more fundamental epistemology which underpins the whole of a woman's 

spiritual journey' (13). 

Connection, and its converse, separatism, are also useful ways of accommodating feminist 

concerns about difference and diversity. Feminists point out that separateness and separatism 

are not interchangeable concepts (Keller, 1989). Whereas the former is necessary toward 

establishing individual identity and difference within connection, the latter is dualistic, 

hierarchical, and divisive. 

25 As a consequence, Zappone understands that 'relationship, not self, is the basic unit of spirituality' 
(1991: 169, note 3 1). 
26 Heyward first presented her theology of mutual relation in The Redemption of God (1982). In Saving 
Jesus From Those no Are Right, she says that this theology is not just about personal relationships. 
Rather, it is about a right relation that is social and political, 'the creative basis of our lives, the world. 
and God' (1999: 62; author's emphasis). 
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Returning to Zappone's statement above, the notion of the interconnectedness of all creation is 
important to many Christian and post-Christian feminist theologians as well as writers and 
practitioners in the feminist spirituality and Goddess movements. Writes Hogan, 'Rosemary 
Radford Ruether is perhaps the most vocal of Christian feminists on the relationship baween 

women and nature. . [She] sees the liberation of women as intimately connected with the 
28 liberation of nature from technological control' (1997: 49-50). Wecanseetherecognisingof 

interdependency in the philosophies of ecofeminism (Jantzen, 1992). Ecofeniinism draws from 

the similar beliefs and concerns of the ecology and feminist movements, expanding on this 

particular concept of the interrelatedness of all things. As Primavesi says, ecofeminism points 

out 'the interconnectedness of war on nature and the hidden, daily war on "others", howeý, 'er 

characterized and by whatever means' (1996: 47). 29 

Finally, the idea of the interconnectedness of all creation is useful to feminist theologians 
because it offers new ways of imaging God: as "God-in-relation". 

4.5.1 God-in-relation 

The idea of God as relational is not new, nor exclusive, to feminist theologians. The God of 

relation is seen in both the old (Genesis 17) and the new (Hebrews 8: 6-7) covenants. There is 
Paul's comparison of the interrelatedness of the members of the "body of Christ" with the 

various constituent parts of the human body (I Corinthians 12: 12-30). Throughout the centuries, 

followers of Christ have spoken of having a "personal relationship" with Jesus. More recently, 

Alfred North VvUtehead and others developed process philosophy, with 'its vision of the world 

as relational in nature' (Grey, 1990: 369) and of 'God and world as mutually involved in a 

process of becoming' (Grey, 1991: 11). Although process thought is not without gender 

problems, Grey claims that it provides a way to see 'the intrinsic link between a mutual, 

relational understanding of personhood and a relational concept of God' (1990: 369). God is 

connected to the world and the people in it; persons are connected to each other and to all 

creation. There is no "being" apart from connection. 

27 For Zappone and some other Christian feminists, this wholeness can be equated with salvation 
(I 991: 69ff). 
28 For example, New Woman, New Earth (1995), originally published in 1975. 
29 Various groups, which are not overtly feminist, also unite concerns for spirituality and ecology. One 
such is GreenSpirit, which identifies itself as 'the UK arm of the world-wide Creation Spirituality 
movement'. (This is taken from an undated brochure I collected in 2000. ) The opening statement on their 
website reads: 

GreenSpirit is a movement which celebrates all existence as deeply connected and 
sacred. This radical vision brings together the rigour of science, the freedom of 
creativity, the passion of social action and the wisdom of the spiritual traditions of all 
ages. Our activities combine the full potential of the human spirit and imagination with 
our passion for the survival of the diversity of life on earth (GreenSpirit, n. d. ). 
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As we saw in the last chapter, many feminist theologians have noted that the trinity symbolises 
God as a community. Grey goes further, speaking of the trinity as a useful (though not entirely 
unproblematic) way of illustrating God's internal relational nature. The triune God is, she says, 
'a God in movement, in process, a God whose whole being is to be in relation' (1993: 99). These 

concepts lead on to the idea that human persons are also in community and are also relational- 
that they are not isolated, as God is not isolated. In fact, many feminist theologians would 
probably agree with Jantzen's statement that opened this chapter. 30 

I would like to suggest that a connection is itself an entity, which exists apart from and in 

addition to the partners that constitute it. An example of this would be the connection of 
marriage that exists between a husband and wife. Because of this separate nature, a connection 

carries a meaning of its own, in addition to the identities, meanings, and self-understandings of 
the individuals in the connection. Cady has identified love as a particular form of connection, 

one that is in fact the new commandment given by Jesus (John 13: 34): 

Love is a mode of relating that seeks to establish bonds between the self and 
the other, creating a unity out of formerly detached individuals. It is a process 
of integration whereby the isolation of individuals is overcome through the 
forging of connections between persons. These connections constitute the 
emergence of a wider life including, yet transcending, the separate individuals. 
This wider life that emerges through the loving relationship between selves 
does not swallow up individuals, blurring their identities and concerns. It is 
not, in short, an undifferentiated whole that obliterates individuality. On the 
contrary, the wider life created by love constitutes a community of persons. In 
a community, persons retain their identity, and they also share a commitment 
to the continued well-being of the relational life uniting them (1987: 14 1). 

For some feminist theologians, connections are how we encounter and come to understand God. 

Writes Grey, 'God ... is urging us on to deepen our connectedness, weave new connections, 

unravel and re-weave the patterns of relating. The mystery of God's own becoming enfolds and 

unfolds as we move to new levels of relating and interdependencies' (1990: 37 1). This 

connectedness, she believes, will ultimately be redeeming for all creation. 

For others, God is the relationship. S61le urges that 'the dispute over whether God can be 

thought of beyond us as resting in himself [sic] and unrelated, or whether God is the 

relationship itseý'and can be thought of only as relationship, seems to me to be one of the most 

important arguments between male-patriarchal and feminist theology' (1990: 18 1; emphasis 

mine). Grey writes that '[s]eeking to co-create in forming more just patterns of relating, new 

forms of mutuality, is ... actively making God incarnate' (1991: 14), a view shared by Heyward 

(1982: 9). Feminist theologians such as Grey and Heyward are speaking of the possibility that, 

30 However, I would suggest that, in light of the earlier discussion of autonomy, the word as Jantzen has 

used it is better replaced with "without responsibility to others" or "self-serving". 
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rather than existing as some sort of separate individual being, God exists as the relationship 
between individuals, and that God is called into being by the dynamic process of relationship 
(i. e. connection). Heyward states this quite elegantly: 

I believe that God is our power in relation to each other, all humanity, and 
creation itself God is creative power, that which effects justice-right- 
relation-in history. God is the bond which connects us in such a way that each 
of us is em-powered to grow, work, play, love and be loved. God makes this 
justice, our justice. God is not only our immediate power in relation, but is also 
our immediate re-source of power: that from which we draw power to realize 
actively who we are in relation (Heyward, 1982: 6). 31 

Indeed, she says, God cannot exist without us (7). And Zappone adds, God cannot function 

without us (1991: 85). 

Going a step further, that 'power in relation ... is relentless in its determination to break through 

the boundaries and boxes that separate us' (Heyward, 1982: 172). This implies that the power 
(entity, process) of connection is stronger than the individuals (or beings) engaged in the 

connection. Could this be a useful way to tackle the thorny issue of difference and diversity? 

i. Difference and divmfty 

As we saw earlier, too much emphasis can be placed on celebrating connectedness, 'obscur[ing] 

important differences and conflicts between women' (Slee, 2000: 14, n2). Speaking of her own 
development as a theologian and a feminist, Grey writes: 

[W]ords like mutuality, connectedness, weaving just connections, mutual 
enablement and interdependence took on a visionary significance, and became 
the keystones of my theology of redemption and a political spirituality of 
connectedness.... But into this Garden of mutuality and connectedness 
came ... the challenge of difference.... [M]utuality became a suspect word, 
accused of collapsing difference, and disguising privilege and power; 
connectedness, too, was suspected of drawing all diversity into a kind of 
homogeneous soup (1999a: 9). 

In recent years, feminist theologians have addressed this by stating that the notion of 

interconnectedness must be 'extend[ed] to include not only those with whom one has obvious 

affinity but also those who are alien, different and strange yet are known 'in new ways to be 

affiliated to the self' (Slee, 2000: 13). As feminist theologians learn to celebrate difference, they 

are led to understand connection not in the light of "sameness" but in the light of diversity. And 

31 Heyward presents this God of power-in-relation as entirely positive, just, and empoxering. Anything 
which acts against this power is either human sin ('our denial of our power in relation' (16 1)) or evil (the 
violation of relation in human life' (154)). She does not allow for the possibility that God-in-relation 
could be the source of evil as well as of good. One theologian who does so is Spong (200 1). 
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what is this nuanced meaning of connection? Now, says Grey, 'connectedness between women 
32 is not a presumed given, but a relation that emerges' (1 999a: 14; author's emphasis). 

We have strayed some distance from our focus on older women in gaining the necessary 
background on feminist theories and Christian feminist theologies of connection. In part, this is 
due to the fact that these theories and theologies do not specifically mention older women-and 
in my view, this is a failing. Nevertheless, there are a number of important ideas that should 
help us in interpreting the data. Identity, autonomy, dependency, and interconnectedness will all 
be useful in understanding the lives of the interviewees. If, as the theorists here have suggested, 

women in general understand themselves as essentially connected to others, then this should be 

true of older women. We will want to see if older women are the agents of connection in their 

relationships, whether they struggle with problems of broken and lost connections, whether they 

see dependency as an issue in their lives. Based on the social gerontological literature reviewed 

above, we could hypothesise that these things will be true, as we will see in Chapter 8. For now, 

it is time to bring older women back into the picture once more. 

4.6 Connection and this project 

In Chapter 8, when we review the data collected in the interviews, we should expect to find the 

key connections of family, friends, and church named by the women. What others do they 

identify? Do older women experience belonging from them, and are connections a source of 

identity? In the case of their churches, I would expect women to talk about both friendship and 

fellowship. For each person, it would be natural to hear about both positive, affirming 

connections as well as negative, problematic connections-perhaps even some that are 

especially distressing. Some of the women who are less physically able might talk about their 

dependency, and others who are still active may talk about their fear of dependency. All of the 

women may talk about how they work to remain connected to people and things, despite 

society's devaluing of dependent persons. 

The relationsliip between community and connection is that a community may be "given" and 

therefore precedes connection. But if connection comes first, then the resultant community is 

"chosen". Community and connection feature equally in people's lives and are not always easily 

distinguished. As I have identified community as a social place, then connections are the 

relationships that exist or ftinction in that place. Connections cannot exist without a place, a 

community, in which to be. Connection is the force that draws separate selves into communities, 

and connection is the outcome of community membership. 

32 Grey names several critics of "connection theology, " among them Elisabeth Schfissler Fiorenza 
(I 999a: 9). As always, it is important to remember that feminist theologians are not all in agreement. 
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Is the existence of connections necessarily community? Steven G. Jones (I 998a) says it is not, 
that communication and interaction do not themselves constitute community. However, I 
believe that creating connection is creating community-indeed, creating God's communitý% I 
feel supported in this by Heyward's statement that '[t]he relation becomes the realm of God' 
(1982: 59). Further, connections exist only within communities: '[N] o relation happens in 
isolation from its social milieu' (Heyward, 1982: 135). And, again in my -6ew, connection xvill 
be an important part of how older women construct and negotiate "community". 

4.6.1 Questions to be answered 
What do women have to say about being older? Is "old age" a part of their identities? It is 
possible that older women, as with people of any age, seek a balance between separation and 
connection; is that the case? What (potential) problems do older women experience (or worry 
about) with respect to maintaining connections? Is the local church a significant source of 

connection? How do older women maintain and nurture their connections? Is maintenance 

simple and straightforward or difficult and complex? Are older women the agents in initiating 

and maintaining connections or the recipients of others' efforts? 

What questions do feminist theological considerations raise? Do older Christian churchgoing 

women define God in relational terms, either as the source of connectedness or, more radically, 

as its consequence? Do older women engage with "the other", and if so, what form does that 

take? What do the interviewees have to say about the issues of difference and diversity? I hope 

the answers to these questions will guide us towards a Christian feminist practical theology of 

older women. Ultimately, I am interested in whether older women's experiences of Christianity 

might be the source, or the consequence, of such an ethic of connection (and community and 

caring), and I hope we might be able to determine this. 33 

Finally, much research over the years that has focused on identity-formation and self- 

understanding places the researcher in the position of exploring and explaining an individual's 

subjectivity against a backdrop of community ties and relationships with others. Likewise, 

communities have been interpreted by researchers through observational studies and analysis of 

individual and group behaviours. In this project, however, I am exploring community and 

identity using individual self-accounts. How do older Christian churchgoing women describe 

community and their own identities? 

4.7 Summary 

in this chapter, I have explored ideas of connection from social gerontology, ferninist research, 

and feminist theology. We have seen its importance to the lives of women in general and of 

33 We will return to this question m Chapter 10. 
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older women in particular. I have defined connection as relationship that occurs in community. 
Connections form communities and vice versa; the two entities are dependent upon each other. 
And, I have raised questions that we hope the data will answer. 

What are the activities older women engage in in order to maintain their connections and to help 

their communities flourish? How do they (if at all) realise the "completeness of connection in 

community"? To answer these questions, we will now turn to the third and final key concept of 

this project: caring. 
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Chapter 5-Caring: The Active Realisation of Connection 

I love everything that is old. Old times, old ways, old values, old freedoms, old 
traditions, old manners, old horses and dogs. Not forgetting the ones that love 
and care for us ... old ladies. 

-Letter to the Yorkshire Evening Press, 2 March 2001 

5.1 Introduction 

In the last chapter, we considered the concept of connection and said that it is a relationship. 
How is a connection enacted or expressed? I propose that it is in the give-and-take of caring, a 

complex activity (or set of activities) that has many forms-and consequences. Just as we saxv 

with our review of community and connection, caring is not always experienced positively, and 
it is critical to consider the negative aspects, along with the more generally accepted positive 

ones, in order to have a balanced view of the process. Further, caring not only expresses the 

nature of a connection; it can also establish a connection between previously unattached persons 

or between a person and something "other". The act of demonstrating care can, over time, build 

a connection where none existed before. The communities wherein this happens can be existing 

ones (e. g. a family or local church) or can themselves be created as a result (e. g. a new group of 
friends or political activists). 

Our society is confronting urgent questions about what constitutes caring, who will provide it 

and who will receive it, and where it will happen. Older women are often the topic of such 

questions, but rarely do we find their ideas and experiences brought forward to help provide 

answers. In this chapter, I will first discuss some basic properties of caring, then review the 

issues of most concern to social gerontologists, feminists, and feminist theologians. I shall then 

propose questions I hope to be able to answer in Chapter 9, using the data collected. I will 

conclude by drawing together the three key themes of community, connection, and caring and 

discussing how together they will help shed light on the experiences of older Christian 

churchgoing women. 

5.2 What is "caring"? 

Just as with community, caring' has a wide range of definitions. For our purposes, "to care" 

may mean responsibility to protect someone, or to manage or act as a custodian for something. 

It may also mean to provide for, to nurse, or to look after someone or something in some way. 

When we talk about "the caring professions"-medicine, teaching, and social welfare-we are 

incorporating the ideas of protection and provision. In popular understanding, true caring is 

considered to be incompatible with selfishness and competition. When caring occurs, it implies 

' Throughout this chapter and the thesis as a whole, I will use the terms "caring" and "care' 
interchangeably. 
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that someone or something is in need, and that someone else chooses to act to alleNiate or satisfy 
that need (Noddings, 1984). 

In everyday speech, we tend to distinguish between two types of caring: "caring about" and 
"caring foe'. "Caring about" is considered to be a general, usually intellectual, activity, its 

objects often diffuse and its experience (for the carer) qualifiable. "Caring foe', however, is a 

particular, usually practical, activity, its objects known and specific, and its experience 

quantifiable (Tronto, 1989: 173-174) .2 If we refer back to the discussion of public and private 

spheres (Chapter 3), then "caring about" often takes place in the public sphere (e. g., writing 
letters on behalf of a political candidate, helping to build a wetland habitat), whereas "caring 

foe, is generally more personal and private, as it is often one-on-one and performed in the 

home .3 Care can be arranged informally and "privately" (e. g. between fan-lily members and 
Eriends) or forinally and "publicly" (e. g. through charities and churches). 

Yet, these two forins of caring are not fully separate. Qureshi and Walker state that '[c]anng for 

someone in a practical way is seen as an expression of caring about them [sic] as an individual' 

(1986: 116-117; authors' emphasis). Nor do the resources called upon necessarily determine the 

form of caring. For example, a "caring" person may both contribute money to a political 

campaign ("caring about") and purchase groceries for an unemployed neighbour ("caring for"), 

while another person with religious beliefs may pray for peace in a war-torn country far from 

her home ("caring about") as well as for the healing of an ill friend in her local congregation 

("caring for"). 4 Finally, there may be societal "restrictions" regarding what we are allowed to 

"care about" and whom we are allowed to "care for". For example, are we permitted to care 

about so-called "evil" persons, such as the (then) boys who murdered James Bulger, the 

Liverpool toddler, in 1991? We will return to this problem later in the chapter. 

5.2.1 Givers and receivers of caring 

"Caring" involves a "carer" who gives something to a "recipient". In this formula, the carer is 

an individual person; 5 the recipient, however, can take many fonns. The recipient can be known 

to the carer (e. g. friends, neighbours) or unknown (e. g. future generations, beneficiaries of 
6 

charities). Recipients can be nonhuman (e. g. pets, gardens, the built environment) or abstract 

2 Tronto acknowledges that others, including Noddings, do not distinguish "caring about" and "caring 
foe' in this same way; however, the formula suits my work on this project. 
3 Although much "caring foe' takes place in public or semi-public settings, such as hospitals and nursing 
homes. 
4 In the latter case, this is "caring foe' not only because the object of the caring is known to the carer (the 

ray-er), but also because many people believe that such prayer has direct, quantifiable results. 
For the purposes of my argument, I am putting aside (for the time being) the idea that the carer could be 

something other than an individual human (e. g. God) or an institution comprised of humans (e. g. a 
ovemmental authority). 
Noddings, however, claims that recipients must always be particularly known to the carer. This idea is 

picked up later in this chapter. 
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(e. g. philosophies of democracy or privacy), as well as human. The recipient of care can also be 
oneself (e. g. maintaining one's health by eating a balanced diet and exerclsing regularly). 

The caring activity affects both parties, on numerous levels. In order to care, a variety of 
resources are necessary (Tronto, 1989), although probably not all of these in any one 
circumstance: money, time, people to do the work, goodwill/social capital, health, 
knowledge/expertise, practical skills, and emotional, spiritual, or psycholo ical energy. ' In 91 L-. 
addition to use of resources, there are issues of awareness (of a need) and identification (of a 
carer and a recipient), commitment, expectations, acceptance, reciprocity, and costs. How 

committed must the carer be to meeting the recipient's needs? Both Noddings (1984) and 
Tronto (1989) speak of the carer being "engrossed" in the other; but we have all observed 

8 people who "go through the motions" just to be seen to be caring (Noddings, 1984). Recipients 

expect sympathy, respect, knowledgeable and appropriate help, and a continuation of care, 

while carers expect appreciation and, sometimes, tangible rewards for their efforts. But there are 
important questions to be answered: is a recipient willing and able to accept her carer's efforts 
(Tronto, 1989; Conradi, 2000), and then willing and able to reciprocate in some way? What are 
the needs of and costs to both carer and recipient? 

i. Reciprocit 

For caring to continue in a relationship for any length of time, there generally needs to be some 

sort of reciprocity-or at least responsiveness--on the part of the recipient. ' 'Reciprocity', says 

Card, 'in the ordinary sense, refers to doing to or for another something that is either equivalent 

in value or in some sense, "the same thing" that the other did to or for oneself (1990: 106). But 

because there is not usually an exact match of resources (otherwise the recipient might be able 

to meet her own needs), then what is offered in return from the recipient to the carer can range 

from simple gratitude to small gifts to something as grand as being made the beneficiary in 

one's will. Noddings, for instance, counts a baby's happiness and delight-its response-as a 

form of reciprocity to its mother's caring attentions because the response 'contributes to [the 

mother's] capacity to relate, to work, to sustain caring' (1990: 123). Some writers have taken the 

notion of reciprocity even further. Kittay (1997) describes an 'extended notion of reciprocity', 

one that moves backwards and forwards across generational boundaries (e. g. back to parents 

and ahead to children). I would add that extended reciprocity could even move across time, 

7 Carers need not have access to all of these resources; the recipient(s) might have some of them. Because 
of this, what constitutes "caring" is usuaHy negotiated between the parties involved in any particular 
situation or type of connection (Noddings, 1984: 16). 
8 Noddings believes that perfunctory caretaking of individuals, such as fi7ail family members, cannot 
rightly be cafled caring 'in the deep human sense' (19 84: 9). But she appears to acknowledge that some 
individuals act in caring ways in order to 'secure ... credit' for themselves (24). 
9 Conradi, however, says that 'care need not be based on reciprocit-N, * (2000: 3). 
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through many generations, to include those ancestors and descendants vve will never knoNv- 
even to whom we are not related by blood but by common humanity. 

Yet not all recipients are able to choose to accept caring, nor able to respond or reciprocate (see 
below). In these cases and others, there are costs to carers and recipients. 

ii. Costs to carers and recipients 
Caring can be a positive experience for the carer when she is a willing party to the activity 
(Koehn, 1998: 48) and when she gains some form of reward or satisfaction from it. Sometimes 
this is the "feel-good" factor cited by volunteers. Other rewards may include earning esteem 
from significant others or from a particular community, serving as a role model to others, or 
receiving unexpected gifts from recipients. Many women gain feelings of self-worth and self- 
meaning from the role of carer. Even self-sacrifice can be seen as a satisfaction rather than a 
burden, depending upon the quantity and frequency of sacrifice and what proportions of the 

sacrifice are emotional, financial, and physical. If caring activities are shared within a particular 

community as a whole, rather than falling to one individual to perform, the beneficial outcomes 

are also often shared. 

Unfortunately, caring can be experienced negatively or with negative consequences. This is 

often because the associated connection is itself a negative (i. e. non-life-enhancing) one. For 

instance, both carer and recipient are vulnerable to abuse, manipulation, and exploitation, either 
by the other party to the connection or by the larger community(ies) of which they are a part. 
There can be problems of too much caring, too little caring, loss of caring, and no caring at all. 
All of these problems may be experienced by either carer or recipient, albeit in different ways; 
however, the problem of too much caring usually has costs to the carer and the other potential 

problems usually have costs to the recipient. 

The costs to the carer of too much caring may be psychological, physical, emotional, financial, 

social, or any combination of these (Fischer, 1995). Self-sacrifice is a potential negative cost if 

the carer herself is not cared for in some way. In addition to the danger to the carer's own well- 

being, we can add the danger to the caring activity itself, for if overwhelmed by responsibilities, 

the carer may 'cease to care for the other and become instead the object of "caring... (Noddings, 

1984: 12). There may be then no one to fill the dis-abled carer's role. 

Carers often experience guilt (and a sense of failure) if they cannot meet all of a recipient's 

needs, 'O or resentment that they cannot meet an unspoken (yet commonly understood) ideal of 

caring, either the recipient's (Noddings, 1984) or a more general societal ideal. This resentment 

'o Or even identify them (Tronto, 1989). 
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can lead to self-accusations, rather than anger at a society that demands too much, especially of 
women (Fischer, 1995). At the same time, the carer-male or female-may struggle with the 
burden of western society's devaluing of caring (i. e. "caring for") either because it is associated 
with women (Fischer, 1995) or because the recipients themselves are devalued. Internal conflict 
arises when a carer sees competing needs that cannot both be satisfied-for example, if two 
recipients of caring are in different locations, or if satisfýing one recipient's needs means 
depriving the other (Noddings, 1984). Carers may feel guilty if their actions bring about han-nful 

consequences they did not intend (Noddings, 1984: 26). More generally, carers frequently feel 
cempty-handed and powerless in the face of [the recipient's] suffering, loss, and pain' (Fischer, 
1995: 143). 

Other psychological struggles can be encountered by carers. Sometimes, carers are required to 

end their "caring for" efforts and to demonstrate their "caring about" by letting a child or 

grandchild make her own "mistakes" (i. e. life choices) or by allowing a terminally ill loved one 
to choose to die (Fischer, 1995). A carer may insist that a recipient practice self-caring (Koehn, 

1998: 46), rather than having things done for her, as a step towards maturity or independence. 
Indifference may be an appropriate caring response in certain circumstances (Koehn, 1998: 45), 

or even "tough love" (i. e. withholding care as a means of forcing another to change behaviour) 

if that carer believes the other person to be harming herself 

As noted above, in caring situations that "work", the parties have negotiated a system of 

reciprocity that suits them both. But what about situations where care is not or cannot be 

acknowledged? Some recipients behave as though they are entitled to the care and attention they 

receive and deliberately withhold any demonstrations of appreciation. Alternatively, there is 

'the individual [who) may be pretending to have needs in order to get attention or to manipulate 

others' (Koehn, 1998: 30). Yet other recipients may reject the care given them (Koehn, 

1998: 42). Still others, however, may not even be able to respond with awareness, let alone 

reciprocate in some form, such as persons with severe dementia. Can the carer continue 

indefinitely without some form of response? At such times, there is the risk of "carer 

burnout"-or, more sinisterly, abuse of the recipient (Morris, 1993). Possibly the 

acknowledgement and appreciation the carer needs can come from another source, such as 

family members of the recipient or the larger community; but is this sufficient? 

There are other types of costs to carers and recipients. Charges Of insufficient or absent caring 

can come from outside the parties to the connection. At a societal level, for example, 'it is %, cry 

common indeed for women to be accused of failure to care' (Grimshaw, 1986a: 216-217). 

Teachers and nurses (occupations traditionally dominated by women) on strike are often 

accused of not caring for their pupils and patients (Grimshaw, 1986a: 217), yet thcse situations 
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occur because of conflicting needs of self-care and other-care. Finally, less frequently discussed 

are the problems associated with a lack of someone or something to care for (or to care about). 
This sort of lack may leave a potential carer experiencing selfishness or psychopathology-or a 
feeling of extreme isolation. 'We all need to be needed' is a cultural tniism; as we will see in 
Chapter 9, it is in fact true for some of the interviewees, even those who are recipients of much 

caring. 

Too little caring, loss of caring, and no caring at all have obvious consequences for the 

recipient, including feelings of isolation, depression, poor physical health, and even death. Yet, 

other problems can result from a mismatch between what the carer can provide and what the 

recipient needs or wants. For example, the recipient may not be in need but may simply be the 

object of someone else's desire to care for or about them. This desire may be motivated by a 

genuine concern for the recipient's welfare, or, as noted above, by a wish to be seen by others as 
"caring" (Noddings, 1984). Some individuals who label themselves as excellent carers 'clearly 

fail to receive the contempt, resentment, and misery of many who encounter them' (Noddings, 

1990: 123). " A carer may also be in the position of unconsciously imposing her concerns onto 

the recipient (Tronto, 1989), without checking to learn the recipient's wishes. Too much or 

inappropriate or unwanted caring can 'suppress the urge toward independence' in the recipient 

(Noddings, 1984: 11). An activity seen as caring by the carer may be experienced as smothering 

or even antagonising by the recipient. Finally, recipients who need or ask for what is seen by 

others to be too much care, either from particular individuals or from the state, risk being 

punished in some way, perhaps by having the caning activities or services withdrawn. Then, the 

loss of caring can have devastating consequences for the recipient, as noted above. ' 2 

Finally, in Chapter 4, we saw that dependency can have both positive and negative affects on 

the parties in a connection. When caring is involved in the connection, the carer may feel either 

a sense of self-worth and satisfaction ('I'm needed') or of restriction ('I can't leave the house'). 

On her part, the recipient may feel a sense of security ('someone is there for me') or fear Cwhat 

will happen to me if she goes away'? ). In extreme situations, the carer may become self- 

righteous ('she couldn't survive without me') or the recipient behave as though she is entitled to 

caring ('I cared for my daughter as a child; now it's her turn'). 

5.3 Social gerontologists on caring 
Older people's lives reflect the issues and experiences of caring described above. "Caring for" 

and "caring about", reciprocity, and some of the costs borne by both carer and recipient are all 

known to them. Many social gerontological studies have shown that reciprocity is common 

11 Here, Noddings uses "receive" to mean "recognise and internalise" the message(s) of another. 
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among older people (Matthews and Campbell, 1995: 131). Phitlipson, et al. found older people 
cactively involved in either providing help or expressing a willingness to do so' (2001: 127). 
These researchers discovered that 'interdependence rather than dependence' (2001: 129) 

characterises older people's relationships; indeed, older people play 'the central part ... within 
the helping network' (2001: 132). Contrary to popular conceptions, older people are themselves 

carers. The 1985 General Household Survey data on informal care showed that '[o]ne quarter of 
people aged 60 or over provide care for other dependent individuals' (Evandrou, 1990: 6). The 

types of support given by older people to others, especially family and friends, include 

'confiding, reassuring, [and] talking to when upset' (Phillipson, et al., 2001: 129) and providing 

advice (Phillipson, et al., 2001: 132). We will find much evidence of all of this in the findings in 
Chapter 9. But what are the particular issues older women have regarding caring? How are the 

churches responding to these needs? 

5.3.1 Caring and older women 
Like the letter-writer whose comments open this chapter, many people see older women as the 

people who 'love and care for us'. Yet many others view older women (whether positively or 

negatively) as needing "our" care. Indeed, the socio-economic model that constitutes old age as 

a problem to be resolved tends to have a monolithic belief that older women are only recipients 

of caring activities and attentions. While it is true that issues such as lack of caring, loss of 

caring, and too much caring can have profound consequences for older women, this view 

obscures the reality that both carer and recipient roles usually continue for older women, albeit 

in different fonns and proportions. In this section I will look at three issues of particular concern 

to the older woman, all of which arise from this common view that she needs care: the challenge 

to her identity, the lack of recognition of her caring role, and the social welfare topic of "care in 

the community". 

i. Challenpes to identi 

Despite (or perhaps because of) the essentialist trap of defining women as natural caregivers, 

which we will review later in this chapter, many older women appreciate this role as crucial and 

constitutive of who they are. 'Many women', writes Fischer, 'spend a lifetime in caregiving: 

raising children, supporting aging parents, being there for fi7iends in need. They do not want to 

stop caring; it is a satisfying source of meaning and identity' (1995: 149). Yet an ageing and less 

co-operative body and a lack of obvious dependants signals, for many women, a need to begin 

thinking of themselves as recipients of care, something that may be new and strange to them 

(Willcocks, 1986: 151), even difficult to accept (Ramsey and Blieszner, 2000: 55). Having to 

relinquish (entirely or in part) one's identity of carer 'can be a source of disappointment and 

12 Sometimes the loss of caring is not the result of the recipient's actions or requests, but occurs through 
external circumstances such as changes in government policy, lack of money, or the death of a carer. 
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distress' (MacRae, 1995: 154). However, continues MacRae, being able to help others in some 
way (158) or being able to draw on a reputation (established as a younger woman) as one who 
cared for others 'can be a source of comfort and a meaningful component of the older %,, -oman's 

13 identity' (155). 

This raises questions, however. MacRae's study was of 'a stable small town community where 
the majority of the respondents grew old together, were familiar with the stories of one 
anothers' [sic] lives, and where meaningful reputations ... [were] easily established and 
maintained' (163). What happens when a woman relocates her home to another town? Is she 
able to carry such a hard-eamed reputation with her, and thus maintain 'a stable source of self- 
meaning and meaningful appraisal from others' (15 8)? Or are these lost? Is it necessary to have 
cmeaningful appraisal from others' in order to maintain her identity? Is the fact that an older 
woman has cared for others in her lifetime the only source of meaningftil appraisalfrom othei-s' 

If older women attach part of their identity to the role of carer and are reluctant to accept the 

role of recipient, is this because they have absorbed society's vilification of dependency, which 
devalues recipients of care and turns them from "persons" into "a burden"? Certainly, many 

older people do fear dependency and interpret this as beconUng a "burden" on their loved ones. 
What they may also fear is being denied the opportunity to function as mature adults. Older 

people are often excluded from meaningful and interesting activities, on the assumption that 

they cannot or would not choose to participate or because younger people might not want to 

have older people involved. Yet, a person is truly "cared for" if she has the freedom to exercise 
her autonomy, to make choices, to engage with other people or with stimulating activities and 
ideas, thus fostering feelings of self-worth and maintaining an identity. 14 

The fact that older women continue to make choices about caring Was observed by Altschuler. 

She found that, over time, older women become 

more discriminating as to whom and where to put their nurturing efforts, 
compassion, and care. Rather than diminishing their unpaid responsibilities, 
they continue to take on as many responsibilities as in the past. However, their 
ability to be more self-protective gives them choice over which responsibilities 
they will select. Ae vast majority of women in this study have begun to include 
themselves as someone who deserves to be taken care of (2001: 92; emphasis 
mine). 

This ability to continue to care by acknowledging and working within one's own limitations is 

an important finding. It demonstrates that older women do continue to be care-givers, a role that 

is often unrecognised by society, 

13 MacRae does add the disclaimer that caring should not be considered 'women's only, or even primary. 
route to self-meaning' (163). 
" Thanks to Kim Knott for this observation. 
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ii. Lack of recognition of caring role 
What happens when ageing decreases opportunities or the ability to care? Does the form and 
practice of care one can engage in change from "caring foe' to "caring about"? Is an older 
woman in these circumstances still able to see herself as a carer? Does society see her this way, 
or is she repositioned from the role of "complete carer" to that of "complete recipient"? 

As we saw earlier, reciprocity, a key feature of the caring interaction, is common among older 
persons. Older people may feel that it is crucial to balance the caring exchange, so that in some 
instances the 'inability to reciprocate creates a reluctance to accept help' (Qureshi and Walker, 
1986: 114-115). Older women wish to be not merely dependent on younger family members but 

to have some caring activities of their own to offer in return for the "caring for" and "caring 

about" they receive. There may be an element of practicality about the exchange (e. g. child 
minding in return for financial support; see Kerns, 1980); but there is also a psychological and 

emotional need to continue to be a carer and to be seen to be a carer, to 'maintain self-esteem by 

participating in varied reciprocities instead of being objects of one-way dependence' (Jonas and 
Wellin, 1980: 237). Reciprocity is not always, or even usually, symmetrical (Jonas and Wellin, 

1980: 233) but it can exist as a valid means of continuing to be a carer. 

The societal focus on older women's role as recipients of care '[obscures] the extent to which 

older ... women are also carers' (Morris, 1993: 162). Older women care for spouses, childreii and 

grandchildren, and neighbours and friends. '[E]ven among those regarded as "dependent", the 

vast bulk of care in old age is selkare, provided by elderly people themselves' (Qureshi and 
Walker, 1986: 111; authors' emphasis), as we saw in Altschuler's research, above. Some (if not 

most) older women have 'a need to perform useful and needed services' (Jonas and Wellin, 

1980: 233). Fischer eloquently captures this desire-and society's resultant responsibility: 

Older persons often feel unloved, not because no one is willing to do things for 
them, but because people no longer value and receive their gifts. They do not 
want to be objects of pity or duty; they want human recognition, welcome, and 
a sense of belonging. They want more than sympathy and kindness; they want 
to be able to give as well as to receive, to be recognized as persons who have 
something to contribute.... [O]ne of the best ways to love any member of the 
Christian community is to receive that person's gifts (1998: 72). 

A cared-for person will be permitted opportunities to care for others, as she is able. If younger 

carers (even well-intentioned ones) deny older people these opportunities, then they could be 

said to be not truly caring themselves. 
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iii. "Care in the communi! 3ý 
Many issues involving the needs of older people are discussed in tenns of "care in the 
community". In 1989, the UK government published a white paper addressing this issue, which 
provides a benchmark definition and establishes its aims: 

Connnunity care means providing the services and support which people who 
are affected by problems of ageing, mental illness, mental handicap or physical 
or sensory disability need to be able to live as independently as possible in their 
own homes, or in "homely" settings in the community. The Government is 
firmly committed to a policy of community care which enables such people to 
achieve their full potential (Department of Health and Social Security, 1989: 3). 

'Elderly people', says Dalley, 'form by far the largest client group served by community care 

policies and, in turn, form by far the largest group cared for by informal carers' (1993: 12 1). 

%ile recognising that 'the great bulk of community care is provided by friends, family and 

neighbours' (Department of Health and Social Security, 1989: 4), nevertheless the government 

was attempting with this report and the resulting initiatives and changes to provide the proper 

mix of social supports to assist recipients and carers alike in their caring relationships. There 

was certainly a positive intent, although the outcome of those policies has received mixed 

reviews. 15 

One key problem has been a lack of clarity about which "community" is being referred to. Is it 

the family (wherever they may be living), the church community, the immediate 

neighbourhood, the local authority, the national government, or some combination of these? 

Dalley argues that 'the original philosophy of community care ... stresses independence, privacy, 

and self-help' and is 'inextricably bound up with the ideology of individualism' (1993: 123- 

124). However, she states, '[o]pponents would argue that this is unacceptable and that concepts 

of reciprocity, fellowship and co-operation are better values on which to base a community-care 

strategy than the rugged, individualistic competition of the market' (124). Unfortunately, care 

has become a commodity, a transferable product. At the same time, there is a "care gap" in our 

ageing society, 16 as there are fewer labourers overall (due to a lower ratio of working to 

nonworking adults, and to the fact that more women-the traditional carers-are in the labour 

market), thus there are more people needing care but fewer available carers. 

15 One particularly strong (but not solitary) critic is Burch, who says that the phrase "care in the 
community" '[denotes] the closure of psychiatric wards and the dumping of bewildered and often 
institutionalised people in areas which are neither willing nor able to give them the support that a stable 
community might have offered in days gone by. The phrase presupposes a caring community, but no 
steps are taken to find out whether there is any reality behind the label' (1994: 10). However, in her book 

review of a recently published evaluation of governmental community care efforts, Dalley states that 'the 
report is largely positive about the reforms' while including areas that have been less successful or that 
still need attention (2001: 22), 



88 

Opponents of the government's handling of social services with respect to community care 
point out that, at present, 'caring for the elderly in the community is first and foremost the 

responsibility of women ... many of whom are elderly themselves' (Allen, 1988: 37). 17 Because 

the burden of care rests on women, who thus have restricted employment opportunities, 
6community care is re-cast by feminists as a policy that reinforces the economic dependence of 

women' (H Graham, 1993: 125). Dalley suggests that 'the welfare of many people, particularl y 

elderly people, has come to depend on the altruistic cominitment of informal carers. the majority 

of whom are women. In turn, women themselves as they grow older become the chief recipients 

of informal care-or, perhaps, of no care at all' (1993: 124). Whatever standpoint is taken, "care 
in the community" is an issue that needs addressing as it effects older women especially. 

How have the churches responded to the issue of caring? 

5.3.2 Christian churches, caring, and older people 
Caring is incumbent upon individual Christians, as evident in the formula that God first cared 
for us, Christ did (and does) care for us, and therefore we are meant to care for each other. " We 

have only to think of Christ's command that we love our neighbour as we love ourselves, 19 

especially when our neighbour is unlike US. 20 Caring is understood to be as much a blessing, if 

not more, for the person who gives the care as for the recipient (John Williams, 1992), because 

human beings are the instruments of God's caring in the world. Indeed, caring is a means of 

making God incarnate, as is the act of connection, as we saw in the last chapter. Individual 

Christians who fail to care may harm those around them and (perhaps, depending upon the 

theology) be judged harshly at some future time. 

At all levels, the church is also required to care, to help individual members, to conduct 

outreach to the local community, and, more recently, to speak out on matters of temporal as well 

as eternal concern (e. g. homelessness). Corporately, Christian churches have a call to care for 

and show solidarity with the larger community and the whole world, especially its "weaker" 

members (Archbishop of Canterbury's Commission on Urban Priority Areas, 1985: 59). When 

the church fails to care (either by omission or commission), there can be negative consequences 

for members, the institutional church, and society as a whole. 

16 According to Selma Sevenhuijsen of the University of Utrecht, the Netherlands. (Plenary speech at the 
University of Leeds Centre for Interdisciplinary Gender Studies conference, "Gendering EthIcs/The 
Ethics of Gender", June 2000. ) 
17 Peace adds, '[ilf community care inevitably means care by women, so too does residential care, and in 
both cases this commonly means women caring for women' (1986: 74). 
18 See also John's instruction that actions as well as words are required of a Christian (I John 3: 17-18). 
19 The "second" commandment (Mark 12: 2 8-3 1). 
20 For example, the parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10: 25-37). 
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In Chapter 1, we saw that the institutional churches tend to regard older persons as recipients of 
caring and, at best, seek to find ways to meet their needs, thus following a biblical imperatwe. ' 
Chester and Smith note that 'the religious beliefs of many older people and the religious 
communities to which they belong have a profound influence, not only as might be expected on 
their inner lives, but also on their social activities and on their experience of neediner and 
receiving care' (1996: 2). Less often do churches, corporately or locally, discuss helping older 
persons fulfil their calling to be carers. There is nothing in the bible or Christian doctrine that 

exempts older persons from this responsibility, 22 and being able to continue caring could help an 
older woman maintain her sense of herself as a person, as a Christian, and as a valuable member 
of her church community. 

i. "Being" versus "doing" 

In the meantime, until they purposefully address the issue of older women as carers (and to 

counteract societal messages that activity and "doing" are the preferred ways to live one's life), 

many churches have begun to stress the importance of "being" and that '[w]e do not have to do 

anything to be acceptable to God or to be of the community of faith' (Butler, 1998: E4; author's 

emphasis). In the past decade, churches, theologians, and other religious authors have 

particularly applied this message to those persons who are no longer or have never been capable 

of "doing", and it is a message frequently given to older people. However, might "being" be a 
different form of "doing", rather than its opposite? Challenging the prevalent message now 
being directed at older Christians-that "being" is equivalent with "doing"-is the idea that 

"[elven the most helpless frail elder is doing in the sense of eliciting care from others" (Kimble, 

et al., 1995: 387; emphasis mine). (It seems our churches, along with our society, are reluctant to 

give equivalency to these two states. ) 

Interestingly, Crampsey reverses the usual view of the relationship between work and rest when 

he writes, '[w]ork is a cessation of rest. Our relaxing in God has to be broken off in order for us 

to perform our necessary tasks, but these while important are secondary' (1999: 5 7). Ursula King 

appears to explore the implications of this when she speaks of "receptivity" as a valid form of 

spirituality and 

an integral part of life [that] marks especially those who are bedridden, or 
palsied, or mentally unable. They are women who are ill or old, or in some way 
forced to be waiters and watchers. -These are the women who experience life 
as something to be received in totality and are almost completely dependent on 
the care of others (1 999a: 15 5). 

2' For example, caring for older persons appears in the Old Testament as 'the respect due from young 
people towards the elderly, and the care due to those who are deprived' (John Williams, 1992: 12). (The 
assumption is that older people-often meaning widows-were deprived. ) In the New Testament. xe see 
this instruction in I Timothy 5: 1-16. 
22 Writes Bray, '[t]here is no retirement from [the New Testament calling into the Kingdom of God], and 
it is not measured by our "usefulness" or degree of activity, but is lived out in responsiveness to God (and 
so to our neighbour) within our particular capabilities and circumstances' (1991: 14). 
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Receptivity, then, could be viewed as either a "being" state (i. e. 'others are caring for me') or a 
"doing" state (i. e. 'I am being receptive to others' caring activities'). Either way, there is, in the 
Christian view, no shame for an older woman in being a recipient if she cannot be an active 
carer. 

There is a place in the Christian world where a woman's role as carer is extensively addressed, 
and that is within feminist theology. We will now turn to this area, along with feminism in 

general. 

5.4 Feminists and Christian feminist theologians on caring 
Unlike the previous two chapters, where I considered them separately, here I will interweave the 
ideas of feminists (e. g. Daryl Koehn, Joan Tronto) and Christian feminist theologians (e. g. 
Serene Jones, Kathleen Fischer). What the two groups have to say, apart from references to 
Christian teachings and sensibilities, is in fact quite similar. Therefore, I will integrate their 

views on the topics of essentialism of women, power, and a feminist ethic of caring. 

5.4.1 Essentialism of women 
The subject of caring has been of great concern to feminists. For the most part, they wish to hold 

it up as an important value and as the basis for an ethical way of life, while at the same time 

wanting to avoid the quicksand of being seen to merely re-state the traditional belief that 

6women are by nature more nurturing or caring than men' (Soskice, 1996: 55), and that therefore 

caring is their natural role. Feminists argue that what is termed "essential female nature" Is in 

reality a form of social conditioning, an 'historical subordination to men [made to] seem like a 

natural fact rather than a cultural product' (Serene Jones, 2000: 29). Thefonn caring takes 

contributes to women's subordinate role. Tronto elaborates: 

Embedded in our notions of caring we can see some of the deepest dimensions 

of traditional gender differentiation in our society. The script runs something 
like this: Men care about money, career, ideas, and advancement; men show 
they care by the work they do, the values they hold, and the provisions they 
make for their families.... Women carefor their families, neighbors, and 
friends; women care for their families by doing the direct work of 
caring .... [M]en care about more important things, whereas women care about 
less important (1989: 172; emphasis mine). 

The work of "caring for" 'is still primarily a woman's responsibility and is still largely 
23 

unrewarded both in terms of financial recompense and status' (Bernard, et al., 1993: 173) . 

23 The most obvious example of this is motherhood. While many women are fulfilled bý, their maternal 
role, and while motherhood has been celebrated by many feminists (e. g. Ruddick, 1989; Chodorow, 
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The danger is that essentialism can lead to oppression, which can take two forms. In the first 
case, there is the assumption (by society in general and by other persons-women included) that 
women will do whatever "caring for"work needs to be done. Hand in handwith this is the 
further assumption that women will willingly ignore their own needs and self-interest in order to 
do that "caring for" work . 

24 It is then only a small step to "compulsory" caring. 25 This is exactly 
the point many feminist theologians make: that essentialism of women is taken to the extreme in 
some traditional Christian theologies where women are expected to be nothing but caring. This 

emphasis, writes Fischer, 'on emptying and self-denial has led many women to set aside the 

needs of the self and embrace an ideal of endless self-sacrifice' (1995: 14 1). Yet, 'care and 
connection as moral imperatives should not dictate the sacrifice of one sector of the populace 
for another' (Grey, 1991: 16). Cady reformulates the Christian imperative of loving others thus: 

Christian love 
... is directed toward all persons regardless of their intrinsic worth 

or attractiveness. This disinterested or universal character of Christian love 
does not lead to the subordination of the seýfto all others but to an unceasing 
effort to include all persons in a reciprocal common life (1987: 143; emphasis 
mine). 

Further, some feminists and some religions claim that there are equal but different gender roles, 

and that these roles are complementary. In these cases, "difference" can also be an essentialising 

process, one masked by the rhetoric of equality. 26 

Yet not all feminists see caring as oppressive; indeed, for some it is a liberating activity. Many 

feminists discuss the "sense of self' women get from being carers. 27 They choose to claim 

caring as a positive and powerful aspect of female identity. MacRae, for instance, notes that 

women's caring is 'both labor and love' (1995: 147; author's emphasis), and Altschuler 

comments that 'while [the work women do in the context of family life] can be burdensome and 

exploitative, it can also be meaningftil as a vehicle and reflection of being connected to others' 

(2001: 80). Gillespie, a theologian, says that '[w]omen believers throughout Western Christian 

history have found their spirituality in the theology and work of caring' (1995: 194). 28 In other 

1999), Western society has yet to be completely comfortable with either men's parenting role or with 
compensating parents for the work they do. 
24 See Virginia Woolf s description (in 193 1) of "The Angel in the House" as 'utterly unselfish.... She 
sacrifice[s] herself daily' (1993: 357). 
25 ... [C]ompulsory altruism"... impels women to take on caring responsibilities in a society which is 
founded at every level on an expectation of women's willingness to deny themselves for the sake of 
others' (Dalley, 1993: 109). Compulsory altruism is the terminology of Land and Rose (1985), and I do 

not think that Dalley has used it as Land and Rose do. If Dalley is extending the analogy to all of Westem 
society, then I will concur. For my purposes, I prefer to use the phrase "compulsory caring". 
26 Thanks to Kim Knott for this observation. 
27 "Women's core sense of self and of self-value [the Stone Center argues] is rooted in their sense of their 
capacity empathically to relate to and care for others ... and to receive reciprocal empathic responses and 
care from others" (Knutsen, 1995: 468). While I do not like the word 'empathic' here, I do like the notion 
of receiving care, not just giving it, as contributing to women's sense of self 
28 She does not elaborate on this, however, and we are expected to take it for granted. Gillespie 
acknowledges that she wishes she had asked her respondents about 'the ministry of care-giving. women's 
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words, caring is both the work women do in Western society and a significant source of Ident1tv 
and meaning. Based on this, women's affinity for caring (whether natural or conditioned) forms 
the basis for the argument 'that women will bring new ways of acting and new insights, -v, alues, 
and commitments into areas historically dominated by men' (Serene Jones, 2000: 30), for 

example, the workplace and government. Additionally, to sever all ties between women and 
caring might negate the whole idea of "woman" as a valuable political category, and thus 

undermine the feminist project (Soskice, 1996: 55). 

Therefore, do we wish to join in with the "masculinist" view of caring and judge one form 

superior to the other? Is "caring about", because it is considered rational and spiritual, superior 
to "caring for", which is largely physical and practical? Is altruistic caring superior to caring that 
involves an exchange of money? Is "caring for" merely a commodity? Koehn suggests that a 
better representation of women's experience (or at least preferred experience) of caring is the Z- 
phrase "caring with autonomy", which she attributes to Lawrence Blum (1998: 17 1, note 17). 29 

This phrase recognises the worth of the carer's needs and desires as well as those of the 

recipient. 

We should also consider the possibility that, as more and more men are direct carers for other 

people" (less fi7equently discussed in the literature-or indeed recognised in everyday life), 

doing the hands-on, "caring for" work that has traditionally been taken on by women, the 

essentialist view of women's nature is no longer quite so clear-cut .3' Even so, because caring is 

seen as "women's work", women are expected to care and to perform their caring activities well 

with little reward; men, however, are rewarded merely for making attempts at caring (Rose and 

Bruce, 1995). Also, there tend to be gender differences between the types of "caring for" 

activities women and men provide, with women handling personal care (e. g. bathing, dressing, 

and feeding) and men instrumental care (e. g. transport, shopping, and finances) (Matthews and 

Campbell, 1995: 133). These issues could indicate where the debate about caring-as an ethic 

and as a social welfare issue-might head in the future. 32 

Returning once again to the subject of difference and diversity, we see that it has relevance to 

caring. "Caring" is not a 'universal and w-dtary moral concept' because there is a 'multiplicity 

contributions to the theology of care, and care not only for one's own kin but a perspective on families in 
the world at large' (1995: 219). 
29 Blum, L, Horniak, M, Housman, J, and Scheman, N, 1979, 'Altruism and women's oppression' in 
Bishop, M, and Weinzweig, M, eds, Philosophy and Women, Wadsworth, Belmont, Calif, 190-200. 
30 Using the 1985 General Household Survey data on informal care, Evandrou reports that 'of 6 million 
estimated carers in Great Britain, 2.5 million are men' (1990: 6). 
31 Interestingly, Gollins reports from his empirical research that '[m]ale carers [sic] approach to caring is 
to see it as an activity, and not as part of their identity' (2001: 17). This would seem to suggest that, 
although there may be a shift occurring in gendered divisions of caring labour, there has not been a 
corresponding shift in attitudes about the "essentially female" nature of that labour. 
32 Thanks to Kim Knott for this observation. 
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and diversity of [caring] practice' (Bowden, 1997: 2). However, says Koehn, jNv]hat is universal 
about caring is not its form but rather the demand upon each of us to be caring' (1998: 22). As 
with many other issues that feminists have addressed, "caring" needs to recognise difference 

and diversity among social actors and the context and particularity of their situations (Bowden, 
1997: 184). Feminist thinking on caring has been challenged as lacking an engagement with the 
experiences of non-white, disabled, lesbian, and/or economically and educationally 
disadvantaged women (H Graham, 1993; Morris, 1993). That only white, heterosexual, 

economically advantaged women are carers seems to be the mindset of the general public (H 
Graham, 1993). However, white women are often cared for by non-white or poor-white (and 
female) domestic servants, hospital workers, and other helpers. This raises the issue of power, 
often wielded by some groups of women over others. 

5.4.2 Power 

Within reciprocal caring connections, the parties hold varying (and usually non-equivalent) 
degrees of power. In the popular view, caring implies a dominant carer and a dependent 

recipient of care. Here, the carer has power to either continue her caring activities or withdraw 

them (Conradi, 2000), with the latter resulting in physical and/or psychological problems for the 

recipient. Hoagland further cites "power in the form of dominance" as an important reality in 

many households where a parent and child live together (1991: 252). She sounds a cautionary 

note, however, by stating that focusing on the carer without considering the situation of the 

recipient "reinforces oppressive institutions" (253). Recipients often feel helplessness (Fischer, 

1995), either because they are unable to meet their own needs or, in some cases, because they 

are denied the truth of their situation or the opportunity to discuss their feelings. These reasons 

may have little or nothing to do with the carer's perceived or real power. 

Although we might assume that it is always the carer who is in a position of greater power 

(Tronto, 1989), in reality it may be the recipient who is the dominant one, demanding care or 

determining its frequency and form, while the carer is obliged to perform. Land and Rose speak 

of a "compulsory altruism" (see footnote 25, earlier) that takes place 

between persons who are both capable of self-care, but where the relations of 
power are unequal between them. In this situation the weaker is required to 
give in a continuous way more practical and emotional help than she 
receives.... [T]he one with the greater share of the power gets the greater share 
of the services (1985: 90). 

Power, however, is seldom entirely in the hands of one party in a caring connection, and to think 

so is to fall into the trap that sees the caring act as unidirectional. As Conradi notes, '[t]his 

suggests ... that caring subjects are not in need' (2000: 6) . 
33 It is also important to bear in nund 

33 Hoagland challenges Noddings on this point, specifically the notion of parenting as an ideal example of 
caring because, in Hoagland's Niew, it is an unequal "dependency relationship- (1991: 250-25 1). 
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that recipients of care may in turn be carers themselves. For example, a terminally ifl recipient 
may exercise his power to refuse caring in order to hasten his death and thereby relieve his carer 
of the "burden" of caring. Should this happen and the carer not honour this, then is the carer 
inappropriately exercising her power in the relationship? Power is asymmetrical and dynanuic, 
continually being shaped and negotiated by the parties involved. If this were not so, then 
'certain capabilities or possibilities [become] ascribed to the "essence" of a person, and this 
person is thereby relegated to a particular role [and] then power differences can turn into a form 

of domination' (Conradi, 2000: 7). 

Finally, we must be critical of the word "power". Power has positive as well as negative 
associations for feminists. Whereas men are believed to have a preference for "power over" 
others, 'women exert enormous power in their role of fostering the growth of others. For 

women, empowering others is seen as growth-enhancing of self and others' (Miller and Stiver, 
1993: 425). Letty Russell's description of "authority in community" (I 985b: 143) and "authority 

as partnership" (144) is based on the ferninist view of an interconnected world. In her discussion 

of how Christian feminists reconcile (or not) the issue of biblical authority with their 

understanding of the personal authority that comes from lived experience, Russell explains that 

what is required is a paradigm shift. Instead of the 'prevailing paradigm of authority in Christian 

and Jewish religion [which] is one of authority as domination 
... the feminist-liberation paradigm 

of authority in community ... allows for multiple authorities to enrich, rather than to outrank, one 

another' (I 985b: 143). Hence, authority is exercised in community-members in partnership 

with each other-rather than over community (143-144) in a hierarchical fashion. Rather than 

one biblical or theological truth, such a community recognises a multiplicity of truths. 

This new understanding of power as a force with life-enhancing qualities forms a foundation for 

what feminists and feminist theologians have termed an "ethic of care". It moves the discussion 

of caring from an individual, personal level to a broader, community- and society-based level. 

An ethic of care describes how communities care for their members and for the members of 

other communities, as well as accounting for the caring activities of individuals. 

5.4.3 A (Christian) feminist ethic of caring? 
Feminists have debated intensely the subject of caring for the past two decades. Much of the 

debate has focused on Gilligan's writings (e. g. 1979,1982) in which she draws a distinction 

between care and justice. In this scheme, care allows for shades of grey, is situational, weighs 

circumstances, and adds mercy and a sense of fairness when considering an ethical problem. 

Justice, on the other hand, sees only black and white, and values equality and universally 

applied morals, rules, and laws. Gilligan says that because women employ a 'contextual mode 

of judgment' (1979: 445), 'a morality of rights ... may appear to women as frightening in its 
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potential justification of indifference and unconcern' (444). Numerous critics, among them 
Koehn (1998), have challenged this theory of different polarities of moral reasoning, and 
Gilligan herself may have revised her earlier statements. 34 Researchers after Gilligan found that 
'there is not a strict gender split between care and justice' (Dolan -Henderson, 1996: 3 7). Just as 
caring for others and self-care need not be mutually exclusive, so might notions of care and 
justice both be brought to bear-by women--on challenging ethical situations. 

Noddings has also been at the centre of the debate about caring. For instance, Tronto ( 19 8 9), 
Hoagland (199 1), and others have criticised her "feminine" (Noddings's own term) ethic of 

caring for precisely the reason that they claim it continues an essentialising of ýN, omen, despite 
35 Noddings's claims to the contrary. She has also been criticised for her belief that the recipient 

of care must be a 'particular person in a concrete situation' (Noddings, 1984: 24). Here, Tronto 
(1989) and Hoagland (199 1) challenge Noddings because she does not address how we are to 

care for those persons who are (geographically, economically, socially, or otherwise) far 

removed from us. Card (1990) believes that any ethic of caring must include the concept of 
justice in order to account for the vast majority of persons on this planet that we wil I never have 

face-to-face connections with (the "distant strangers"), yet who nonetheless are affected by the 

actions (or inaction) we take. Similarly, Koehn believes that '[c]aring for causes and rights 

would seem to be an integral part of caring for people' (1998: 52). Today, feminist ethicists are 

more likely to believe that both care and justice are important in moral and etliical systems (e. g. 
Dolan-Henderson, 1996; Donner, 1997; Koehn, 1998), particularly if we are to account for these 
distant strangers. So, too, do Christian feminist theologians generally favour both, pointing out 
that God exercises both care (mercy) and justice Oudgement). 36 

In developing her argument regarding an ethic of care, Koehn points out numerous difficulties 

with previous ideas and suggests solutions. One problem, as Koehn sees it, is that the early 
feminist thinking on an ethic of care posits that only the caregiver can assess the usefulness and 

value of her caring acts (I 998: 22-23)--4here can be no external, predeterniined standard. But 

would not the recipient (usually) be in the best position (or at least an equally moral position) to 

judge the value and appropriateness of a caring act done on her behalf?. If the recipient is not 

consulted, then her viewpoint is silenced and we end up giving voice to the carer only. This 

would be paternalistic, anti-feminist-and, as we shall see later, ageist-behaviour. 37 And, if the 

recipient rejects the carer's acts or motivation, are we to sympathise with the carer's hurt and 

34 Card (1990) says that it is unclear from Gilligan's later writings whether her earlier distinction between 
justice and care is indeed so clearly drawn. See also Koehn (1998: 37). 
5 Noddings (1990) says that her call for caring relations applies to all people. 

36 For example, Psalm 103. 
37 Vandenberg claims that Noddings has reserved the moral high ground for the carer, leaving the 
recipient without a stake in moral goodness. He says that assumptions about caring for others are 
'patronising, if not maternalistic' (1996: 265). 
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anger or honour the recipient's autonomy and power of self-determination (Koehn, 1998: 42)? 
Koehn says that an ethic of care would allow room 'in which parties to the relation can 
challenge the goodness of each other's caring' (1998: 5 1 )--and, I would add, each other's 
manner of receiving caring. 

Finally, Koehn says that an ethic of care, as it currently exists, does not address the problem of 
violent individuals and 'what sanctions or punishments, if any... a community [may] 
legitimately impose upon people whose behavior it finds unacceptable and perhaps even 
threatening' (1998: 36). In addition to the question of how to deal with murderers, another 
problern with certain proposed ethics of care is that they do not adequately address the issue of 
self-defence (1998: 36). If a woman commits a violent act upon a partner who has been 

repeatedly physically abusing her, is she then not caring for him/her? We have already 
considered this question-what happens when self-caring confronts other-caring, and both 

cannot be accommodated-in the less "dangerous" circumstances of "carer burnout". Koehn 

reminds us that 'ethical caring is not identical with unconditional love' (1998: 46). In short, there 

needs to be a balance between caring for self and caring for others, but this balance is 
notoriously hard to strike. 

Do older women strike this balance and if so, how? The writings of feminists and fen-ýinist 

theologians do not yield much information about older women's views. We will instead need to 

turn to researchers such as Ramsey and Blieszner and to my own data to consider the meaning 

of caring in older women's lives. 

5.5 Caring and this project 
Caring, in the scope of this project, is an activity that establishes or expresses the connection 
between members of a community. There are both givers and receivers of caring, who attempt 

to establish reciprocity and who incur certain costs in the caring exchange. Many studies have 

focused on the caring that older women receive from others, but giving care continues to be a 
key aspect of their identities and is regularly demonstrated within the family, among friends, 

and in special groups such as the local church. Older women also practice self-care. Some older 

women (e. g. the more fi-ail) may need support in finding new ways of giving care in order to 

maintain this piece of their identity, as well as help in finding the means of valuing being 

recipients of care. 

5.5.1 Questions to be answered 
We want to know whom older women care for/about and how they care, and who cares 
for/about them and in what ways. Do older women exercise their power to be carers, or do they 
find this more challenging with age? We will look for evidence that older Christian church&, Oing 
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women's experiences do or do not support the theories of caring reviewed in this chapter. We 

want to discover such things as whether a "care-interaction" increases the autonomy of those 
involved (Conradi, 2000). Does caring form a significant part of an older woman's identity? 
Local churches could be a valuable resource in helping older women find meaning in being 

recipients of caring (the "being" role) and they could be encouraging older ýý, omen to continue 
to contribute their caring abilities, perhaps in new forms (the "doing" role); are they? These are 
a few of the questions we will hope to answer when examining the findings from the empirical 
data in Chapter 9. 

5.5.2 Community, connection, and caring brought together 
As this thesis has developed, we have seen glimpses of how the three main themes are linked. 

Now, I wish to make those links explicit by showing how feminists and feminist theologians 
draw out the interplay, and then state how I see community, connection, and caring interacting. 

Caring is an activity which is often either the result (or the initiator) of connections, the 

relationships between people (Noddings, 1990; Conradi, 2000). According to Tronto, 'caring 

must have an object. Thus, caring is necessarily relational' (1989: 173). In other words, caring 

cannot exist without a connection. However, as we have seen, communities, connections, and 

the caring activities that arise from them can be oppressive, lending a strong cautionary note to 

any unreservedly enthusiastic promotion of any or all of these concepts as new models for 

society. 

Friedman explains how the understanding of self-in-relation has been extrapolated to a new 

vision of community: 'Conflict and competition are no longer considered to be the basic human 

relationships; instead they are being replaced by alternative visions of the foundation of human 

society derived Erorn nurturance, caring attachment, and mutual interestedness' (1989: 275-276). 

In Christian terms, '[a] community of persons who care is a symbol of a God who cares. Their 

presence says: God is with you. You are not alone. There is hope and help for you' (Fischer, 

1996: 13 1). Thus, for Christians, a community is a group of people that are in connection with 

one another not only by their shared religious beliefs, but also by a shared prioritising of 

relationships as a vehicle for mutual caring. 

Cady writes of how the biblical command to 'love your neighbour as yourself 38 can be used to 

build communities without the self-sacrificial stance women (and men) have traditionally been 

urged to adopt. In Chapter 4, we read how she identified love as a particular form of connection 

that led to community. See again how Cady says that 'the wider life created by love constitutes 

a community of persons. In a community, persons retain their identity, and they also share a 

38 Leviticus 19: 18. 
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commitment to the continued well-being of the relational life uniting them' (1987: 141; emphasis 
mine). 

This commitment to create and maintain a community is expressed in the act of caring for others 
as individuals and for the "relational life" as a whole. Koehn believes that 'true caring' occurs 
when 'both the care-giver and cared-for put themselves at risk as part of a process of 
committing to the forging of a shared self' (1998: 25). In my terminology, the shared self is the 

connection between carer and recipient, an entity that has its own nature and meaning, given it 
by the parties involved. Conversely, says Hoagland, 'when I have certain standards of caring for 

myself that I do not apply to the other ... then I am not showing respect' (1 991: 254)-either to 
that other or to the shared self This is not "true caring". 

It is possible for Christian communities to have this foundational sense of a shared self S611e 

believes that "diakonia" (serving) and "koinonia" (community) are two elements of Christianity 

that the (western, patriarchal) churches have subordinated to "kerygma" (preaching, 

proclamation). She presents the example that third world women are experiencing 'koinonia, 

community, [that] arises out of diakonia and being there for others' (1990: 15 2). Along the same 
lines, Wraight says that caring 'is a practical expression of the sense of belonging and shows an 
identity with, and commitment to, the community which is the local church' (2001b: 97). In 

these cases, caring builds connections, which have their own meanings and importance and that 

then develop into communities. 

Further, caring brings people to new understandings of the nature of God. Traditional, abstract 

views of God as "other" and "beyond" 'may not be necessary or meaningful to women whose 

lives revolve around an ethic of care' (Walter and Davie, 1998: 651). A praxis of the feminist 

ethic of connectedness and caring is the means of encountering and understanding God (Grey, 

1990: 371). As we saw in Chapter 4, Grey also writes that '[s]eeking to co-create in fon-ning 

more just patterns of relating, new forms of mutuality, is... actively making God incamate' 

(1991: 14). We recall S61le's statement (Chapter 4) that 'God is the relationship itself and can be 

thought of only as relationship'. Perhaps, then, God is "us" and we are "God" when we are in 

caring, connected communities. 

When Gillespie speaks of 'the connective work of caring' (1995: 137), she harks back to 

Gilligan's definition of caring as 'an activity of relationship, of seeing and responding to need, 

taking care of the world by sustaining the web of connection so that no one is left alone' 

(1982: 62). This fits my three-part definition of community as the place where the processes of 

connection and caring occur and are experienced, and that caring expresses connection. 

Communities can be either the consequence of connection and caring, or they may be the 

source, the ground from which connection and caring emerge, depending in part on whether the 
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community in question is one of choice or circumstance. We see this, too, in Biggar's 
description of a sense of community: 'Mhe sense of being a member of a community is ... a 
sense of being personally invested in a relationship or set of relationships in which the parties 
are bound together by trust of and care for one another' (1997: 10 1). 

I further propose that "caring" is an active rather than passive state, a state where individuals 

consciously work at fostering the connections they have in a community, and that they use 

caring as a means of creating new connections and new communities. 39 Caring is the means by 

which we enact our relatedness to others and demonstrate our values with respect to 

communities and to other persons. The scope of caring-what we "care for" and what we "care 

about"-is defined by what we ourselves claim as "our" communities, whether personal, local, 

or much wider, and many of which will overlap. 

We have seen how caring can take place between individuals. Caring also occurs between an 

individual and a larger group, or between two groups, such as one community (e. g. a church) 

helping another community (e. g. victims of a flood). In the latter case, there are indeed 

individuals who carry out certain tasks and receive particular services, but the caring and the 

receiving is intended on a corporate level. Further, communities, just as individuals, need not 

encounter each other in the flesh in order for caring to exist. These basic understandings can 

form the basis of an ethic of caring. 

Finally, a connection does not need positive, life-enhancing care to exist; a misuse of care can 

also define a connection-or lack of connection. The form(s) and degree of caring depend upon 

the strength and nature of the connection(s) between the persons or the communities. These 

elements are cyclical, not linear. Any one element-community, connection, or caring-can be 

the staring point of a process that begets the other two. Writes Gelder, '[t]he key words to 

describe community in Christian feminism are mutuality, interrelatedness and compassion' 

(1996: 32). In other words, Christian feminist visions of community incorporate the ideas of 

connection ("interrelatedness") and caring ("compassion"). 

This interpretation of community, connection, and caring now needs to be compared with the 

experiences and ideas of older women to see whether it has meaning for them and to learn what 

nuances or differences they have to suggest. 

5.6 Summary 

In this chapter, we have seen that caring both activates and follows on from connections in a 

community. As an activity for carers and recipients, caring has not only positive, life-enhancing 

39 Silverman and Cooperband (1984) see caring leading to cooperation, which in turn builds communities. 



100 

aspects but also many potential negative consequences. On a larger scale (beyond the individual 

and personal), an ethic of caring needs to address issues of essentialism and power, and needs 
explicitly to define what "care in the community" means. Caring is a key feature of older 

women's lives, particularly in terms of having their dual roles of carer and recipient recognised 

and affirmed. This has social welfare implications as well as personal ones 

We have seen how closely tied all three concepts of community, connection, and caring are, and 
how it will best serve this research project to keep their interaction in mind while considering 

each in turn. To isolate community from connection from caring would be artificial, as they are 

constantly in motion, shaping and determining each other. I based the title of this chapter on 
Heyward's statement that '[flove is the active realization of relation' (1982: 48) and on my 

statement at the end of Chapter 4, that people need a way to realise the completeness of 

connection in community. Caring, then, is the active realisation of connection in community. 

We will now turn our attention to the methodologies and methods employed in this project, 

considering how they will help us to investigate these complex and interrelated themes in the 

lives of older Christian churchgoing women. 
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Chapter 6-Methodologies and Methods: The Project as a Journey 

Methodology is concerned with both the detailed research methods through 
which data are collected, and the more general philosophies upon which the 
collection and analysis of data are based. 
- Michael Haralambos and Martin Holborn' 

6.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I will discuss the methodologies and methods of this project. However, I will 
depart from the structure of the rest of this thesis by presenting the discussion using the 

metaphor of a journey. Thus, I will show what decisions were made and how activities 
progressed in the order in which they occurred, weaving in the relevant methodological 
considerations at appropriate points. This "processual narrative"2 will answer not only what and 
how things were done but also why, allowing the reader a fuller understanding of the underlying 

philosophy of this project. 

6.2 Getting ready to depart: background and preparation 
Before any journey begins, it is helpful for the traveller to consider who she is, what her goals 

are, and how she expects to reach those goals. In this section, I will discuss pertinent details of 

my personal background and disciplinary position, followed by the general decisions I made 

about how best to investigate the research questions. 

6.2.1 The researcher's background and position3 
I grew up and lived my adult life in the northeastern US, in large cities that were religiously 
diverse, although strongly Roman Catholic, mainline Protestant, and Jewish. I firri-Ay believe in 

the value of a separation of church and state-at least in the US. As I noted in Chapter 2, 

feminist theologies can be identified as Christian reformist, womanist, and post-Christian. My 

own standpoint is that of a Christian reformist. Christianity is my faith tradition, and I am a firm 

adherent. For most of my life, including the present, I have been an active member of the United 

Methodist Church (US) and/or the Methodist Church (UK). 

I have a long-standing interest in older people-their lives, concerns, needs, and aspirations. I 

felt my project could be an opportunity to let their voices be heard and contribute to a growing 

body of knowledge about ordinary older Christian women's lives and to develop practical 

1 Haralambos and Holborn (1995: 808). 
2 Thanks to Kim Knott for this terminology. 
3 There is extensive discussion in the methodological literature about the value of the researcher 
positioning herself with respect to the project, and of how much personal detail and revelation is 
necessary or useful. I refer the interested reader to DeVault (1997) for a sociological view, to Hufford 
(1999) and Gross (2000) for a religious studies perspective, and to Jaffee (1999) for a discussion of these 
issues with respect to classroom teaching. 
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outcomes for churches. Also, undertaking this research might help me prepare for the person I 
hope to become one day: an older Christian woman. 

Both my own academic background, first as a liberal arts undergraduate (BA, English) and then 
later as a masters student in Women's Studies (however, with no formal training or education in 
either social gerontology or theology), and my professional worO trained me to think in an 
interdisciplinary, multi-resourced way. I had no preconceived notions about what was "allowed" 

or "disallowedý' within discipline(s), whether in terms of methodology, methods, or 

epistemology. I drew on ideas from a number of disciplines, and went to any source that nuight 

give me the answers I sought. As long as I was rigorous, then there was no need to be a slave to 

any particular methodological viewpoint (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996); instead, I could employ 
the most salient ideas to the task at hand. Hogan (n. d. ) points out that interdisciplinary work 'is 

typical of feminist scholarship in theology', although Knott (n. d. ) says that the 'cross- 

fertilization' in religious studies is still in its maturing stages. Because women's studies, 
feminist theology, and religious studies are interdisciplinary, I feel that they work well together 

in this research project, which does not want to be pigeonholed but rather seeks to spread itself 

along various lines of inquiry. 

Practically, I had many years' experience conducting interviews with all sorts of people and in a 

variety of situations. Although there are differences between academic research interviews and 

the kinds of interviewing I had done in my career, nevertheless I was comfortable with meeting 

strangers, asking questions, using a tape recorder, and listening. I also think that my maturity 

and self-confidence, and my natural interest in older people, helped me meet the challenge. 

i. Insider/outsider status 
All researchers are, to varying degrees, both insiders and outsiders to the worlds they study. My 

stance as insider/outsider runs through the entire j ourney of this project, and I have come to see 

myself as both an insider and an outsider, on several levels. My position as an insider is rather 

straightforward. I arri a resident of York and have acquaintances and friends in common with 

some of the interviewees. My first language is English (albeit of the American variety). My 

partner is a native-born resident of York, which gave me an additional insider status through 

association with him. My common ground with the interviewees came from our shared 

femaleness, whiteness, Christianity, (presumed) heterosexual orientation, and churchgoing 

status. Davies notes that, when conducting ethnographic research in a society 'not their 

own ... [anthropologists] usually require a period of participant observation before interviewing 

is likely to produce anything but very rudimentary knowledge' (1999: 108). In my case, that 

41 had a full-time career in the retail industry for 17 years between completing my undergraduate degree 

and beginning my postgraduate studies. 
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period of participant observation consisted of the three years I spent in York as a postgraduate 
student working on my masters degree and then in the initial stages of my PhD research, before 
actuaHy interviewing the majority of the women for this study. 

But I regularly felt myself to be more of an outsider than an insider. My outsider status stemmed 
from three key areas of my identity: nationality (US versus UK), age (younger versus older), 
and education (postgraduate versus, in most cases, school leaver). On each of these fronts, the 
interviewees and I lacked a common, shared language. In my early 40s, I was more than 20 

years younger than the youngest of the women and 55 years younger than the oldest. My 

experience of Methodism in the US was different from the Methodism the interviewees knew, 

either as adherents or as observers. I grew up in a culture where church and state are 
constitutionally separate, not constitutionally joined as they are in Britain. 5 Where I thought I 

might feel in the majority-a Christian-I discovered I was, in fact, in the minority because my 
6 habit of churchgoing actually makes me a bit of an oddity among the population at large. And, 

I was a scholar, pursuing an advanced degree, not a wife, widow, or retiree. I was (and am) 
single and have no children, so I am an outsider to married life and motherhood. 

Had I had more in common with the interviewees, I might have had a more immediate 

understanding of what the women told me. But the advantages of being an outsider were 

several. When it came to recruiting interviewees (see later in this chapter), I put my nationality 

on the agenda because I hoped it would add a note of interest or intrigue, as it had for Hubbert 

(199 1). She notes that her 'Australian nationality was a positive feature in [her] acceptance', as 

her informants spoke of their own connections to that country (1991: 3 8). My interviewees 

expressed an initial curiosity about why an American would be in Britain, and what my 

background in the States was. The "American thing" often brought out the women's own 

experiences with travelling to the States, of having family abroad, or of meeting Americans who 

were on holiday in this country. (This was the one difference most often commented upon by 

the interviewees. They almost always asked me how long I would be in the country, which 

might have been a matter of curiosity or perhaps a way of ascertaining how coninuitted I was to 

their culture . 
7) 

-' Although Methodism, the denomination of which I am a member, is not the state religion in the UK. As 
Sahgal and Yuval-Davis point out, 'members of non-Established Churches, and especially non-Christians. 
can be only partial members of the British national collectivity' (1992 a: 13). How much more so is this 
true for aliens! 
6 There is minimal churchgoing in the UK, even for rites of passage such as christerurigs, weddings. and 
funerals (Howse, 1999: 6). In contrast, the US is a highly "belonging" and "practising" religious culture. 
Maybe, in a perverse way, my sense of alienation from established forms of worship in the UK gives me 
something in common with the average Briton who feels the same way. 
7 Reinharz (1997) reports that the same thing happened to her when she conducted research, %ithin a 
lcibbutz. 



104 

Reinharz says that '[a]lthough the researcher may consider "being a researcher" one's most 
salient self, community members may not agree' (1997: 3), and it is the identities assigned to the 
researcher by the informants that determines how successful the interviews (and the research as 
a whole) will be. How did the interviewees perceive me? How did they interpret my position in 

relationship to themselves, if at all? Did they focus on my nationality and whatever assw-nptions 
they had about Americans, or were they more concerned about some other aspect of my 
identity, such as my postgraduate student status? (I deliberately chose to present myself- 
visually-as a student, rather than as a professional, reinforcing this identity by arriving at their 
home by bicycle, by bus, or on foot, by not wearing makeup or j ewellery, and by dressing 

casually. ) Or did they focus on my membership of a local church, seeing me as a representative 
of that congregation? Did my relative youth and my unmarried status (i. e. "inexperience" in life) 

give me less status than themselves? I never explored these questions with the interviewees. In 

the end, it may have been my identity as a woman that was most important, for Finch notes that 
this 'provides the entr6e into the interview situation' (1984: 79), and the subsequent ease in 

getting women to talk (78). 

Finally, being an outsider caused me to question words and ideas (such as cultural references) 
Erequently, checking for understanding; thus, I may have picked up on subtleties that an insideF 

8 
would not have noticed. I took nothing for granted. This, I believe, is what Jaffee is getting at 

when he says that '[njo matter what religion or irreligion we personally pursue, and no matter 

what religious tradition we study, we are as scholars outsiders to the thing we are trying to 

grasp.... Our achievement ... depends primarily on the disciplined exercise of curiosity' 
(1999: 281; author's emphasis). 9 

6.2.2 Preparing to investigate 

When considering how best. to investigate the research questions, I was, in the first instance, 

strongly influenced by feminist methodological concerns and values. These affected all stages 

of the research. The key features and goals of feminist research have been identified as: valuing 

and foregrounding women's experience, the researcher's as well as the researched; a recognition 

that gender is an important feature of women's experience; allowing women's voices to be 

heard and to be heard accurately; recognising women's diversity as well as women's 

commonality; taking a collaborative approach; working to overcome hierarchical relationships 

between researchers and researched, so that researched persons are not objects but have their 

own subjectivity; consciousness-raising; advocating for women, working to overcome forms of 

oppression, and taking steps that lead to social change; empowering women; encouraging 

reflexivity on the part of the researcher; and employing multiple methods, often incorporating 

' Thanks to Martin Green, Chief Executive, Counsel and Care, for this suggestion. 
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quantitative and qualitative forms (Thompson and Priestley, 1996, Foltz, 2000; and Hill, et al.. 
2000). Therefore, as Campbell and Wasco write, 'the process of research is of as much 
importance as the outcome' (2000: 783). 

Despite these very specific features and goals, there is no "cookbook" or"tick list" of particular 
feminist research methods. Rather, '[i]t is perhaps more accurate to speak of "feminist 
approaches to researcW'... as opposed to "feminist methods"' (Campbell and 'Vasco, 2000: 783). 
Lather writes, 'to do feminist research is to put the social construction of gender at the center of 
one's inquiry' (1988: 571). Adds Luff, '[u]nderstanding the specific experiences of differing 

groups of women as women in all our diversity is therefore essential to a feminist project' 
(1999: 690). 10 She goes on to caution that these experiences, however, are 'insufficient in 
themselves' to construct feminist knowledge, and that what is needed is interpretation (690- 
691). One possibility might be to take experiences, interpret them, and build up a theory, as is 

the emphasis in grounded theory methodology (Strauss and Corbin, 1999: 74). However, that is 
not my intent in this project. Rather, I am taking as my starting the point the theories/theologies 

of certain ferninist theologians, and examining them in relation to the responses of a sample of 
older women. 

As this chapter develops, I will discuss specific feminist concerns relevant to the various stages 

of the project. Here, I will concentrate on demonstrating and valuing community, connection, 

and caring and how this led to a choice of qualitative research methods. I will conclude by 

detailing the characteristics and parameters of the interviewee group. 

i. Demonstrating and valuing community, connection, and carin 
As noted in Chapter 2, the concepts of community, connection, and caring are very important to 

feminists and feminist theologians. For this reason, and because these themes are central to this 

project, it was important to me that I demonstrate principles of community, connection, and 

caring in selecting and employing my methods. 

Campbell and Wasco comment that '[a]t a methodological level, the process of exanui ning 
[women's lived] experiences must reflect an ethic of respect, collaboration, and caring' 
(2000: 775). My project established a temporary community of two with each interviewee. We 

forged a connection, and caring was demonstrated in the way we helped each other in the 

9 Jaffee does not clarify what he means by "disciplined", although later on he uses the word "informed" 
(284), which may offer a clue. 
'0 There have been debates among feminists as to what constitutes femimist methodology (Luff, 
1999: 689). Post-feminists have challenged the category "woman", resulting in 'changes in feminist 
epistemology [that] have cast doubt on the idea that there can be a feminist knowledge and, by 
implication, feminist research' (Franks, 1998: 86). De Groot and Maynard believe that 'defusing the 
concept of "woman" [risks] undermining the Women's Studies project' (1993b: 155). 
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process. Listening uncritically at the time an interview was conducted, sharing my relevant 
experiences and feelings, and providing helpful information and resources in response to topics 
raised in an interview were all ways I demonstrated caring. During the course of the pilot 
interviews, I brought gifts of tea and coffee to the interviewees, harvested rhubarb, and collected 
a prescription. hi return, I accepted three evening meals and several cups of tea with biscuits as 
a demonstration of the various interviewees' desires to fulfil the office of hostess. These 

exchanges allowed both the interviewees and me to assume the dual roles of giver and receiver 
of care in our interactions. Because I came to this country and my church as an 
outsider/newcomer and had worked hard to establish connections in my personal life, I had a 
heightened sensitivity to the interviewees' discussions of (not) belonging. 

Another area where feminists have placed themselves at opposite poles from traditional methods 

of research is when it comes to the openness and involvement of the interviewer. Traditionally, 

interviewers were instructed to be as neutral and "faceless" as possible, so as not to contaminate 
the data collected. If asked a question, the interviewer demurred or gave a noncommittal 

answer. One of the ways this 'artificial distance' (Hill, et al., 2000: 762) is created and 

maintained is by withholding information, either about the project or about ourselves as 

researchers, from the informants. This sets up an unequal power relationship where the 

researcher has information that the researched do not. Oakley debunks what she terms the 

'masculine model' (1981: 3 1) of the interviewing process, wherein the interviewer is detached 

and somewhat mysterious and where uniforinity between interviews is desirable, in favour of 

non-hierarchical relationships and personally invested interviewers (41). Feminists believe that 

the masculine model is contrary to the value women place on relationships (in which both 

parties, researcher and researched, possess subjectivity), and that the traditional approach also 

maintains the hierarchy of interviewer over respondents. 

For a true partnership to develop, truthfulness, openness, and a willingness to share of herself 

are valuable qualities on the part of the interviewer (Oakley, 1981). When asked a question, 

researchers should answer it as openly and honestly as they feel they can in the given 

circumstances. Particularly regarding interviews, feminist researchers value 'interactive, 

reciprocal self-disclosure' (Lather, 1988: 572). It is possible to use self-disclosure in a 

manipulative (Davies, 1999: 101) or even dishonest way (if what is disclosed to interviewees is 

not truthful). The object of self-disclosure (in the feminist view) is not merely to increase the 

likelihood of participants' trust and sharing, but to enhance the collaborative nature of the 

encounter, to "connect" with participants (Campbell and Wasco, 2000: 786). Although I never 

gave false answers to questions and I tried to answer every question asked of me as honestly as 

possible (without taking up valuable interview time), I did not always express everything I was 
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thinking. I was much more open about my research and myself as a student, xhich was the 

context for the interview, than I was about the particulars of my personal life. 11 

A potential problem in an interview, especially a face-to-face encounter, is that the inteniewer 

may appear to be judgmental, either in the wording of her questions or in the manner in which 

they are asked (Dillon, 1990: 145). 1 tried to avoid this in preparing the questions and in the 

actual interviews themselves, although there were certainly times when I showed approval or 

support for an interviewee, as when Mary mentioned that she was thinking of mentoring a 

schoolgirl. In fact, my concern was not to show any disapproval; I felt that to show approval 

would be encouraging and reinforcing, not only being truthful (as I only showed approval when 

I felt it) and open of myself, but also would encourage the interviewee to say more on the same 

subject. Conversely, by not showing agreement or approval of other views with which I 

disagreed, the interviewee may have been left thinking either that my silence meant consent or 

that my silence itself was disapproval. 

Even when establishing a connection is a goal, as it was for me, and despite valuing reciprocal, 

non-hierarchical relationships, both researcher and researched hold various forms of power. 

While Finch suggests that 'a female sociologist doing research on women actually shares the 

powerless position of those she researches' (1984: 86), there are other levels where this is untrue. 

For example, a number of feminist researchers have discovered that informants often have more 

power than the researcher (Oakley, 198 1; Franks, 1998; Luff, 1999), especially when it comes 

to withholding information the researcher wants-or would want, if she only knew it existed. 

We will see other examples as the chapter-and the joumey-unfold. 

For example, we are, ultimately, researchers, whether or not we are also friends. The power to 

determine the subjects of interest and of study is entirely the researcher's (with some 

involvement, of course, from supervisors). Thus, though a very talkative interviewee might 

spend a great deal of time on topics which are of concern to her, if they do not fit into the 

researcher's scheme, then they may be lost. Even if the researcher is able to account for these 

new directions in some fashion, they most likely will not dominate or change the overall 

direction of the project. This is certainly true in the case of a PhD as student researchers are 

largely expected to adhere to the proposals they submit. Subjects may refine the questions and 

topics under discussion (Pawson, 1996: 306)-and we hope they will in order to generate new 

knowledge-but are unlikely to alter them entirely. Shaw reminds feminist researchers to be 

aware of the differences between themselves and the women (if it is women) they study, in 

order not to reproduce existing power differentials and a 'colonizing discourse' (1999: 112). 

"I took this cue from Mauthner (199 8: 50-5 1). 
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A modem conceptualisation of the interview is that it is a process, 'a meaning-making occasion' 
(Gubriurn, 1993: 181), in which the interviewer is actively engaged in working with the 
interviewee to understand the ideas and feelings the latter is offering. As DeVault notes, '[when 
the] researcher is actively involved with respondents ... together they are constructing fuller 
answers to questions that cannot always be asked in simple, straightforward vays' (1990: 100). 
Part of working collaboratively is being able to trust the people you work with. The 
interviewees--depending on whether and how well they knew me previously-had a varying 
degree of trust they could place in me. They trusted me not only to honour my prorruise of 
confidentiality and anonymity, but also to represent them fairly and honestly in my work. I was 
surprised when a number of the women I knew well (prior to this research) said that they trusted 
me implicitly. This was gratifying, but also added to the sense of responsibility I had towards 
them. Being conscious of this responsibility was another way for me to demonstrate caring. 

My concerns about demonstrating community, connection, and caring, about working to elicit 
the richest possible material, and about representing women's experiences and views faithfully 
(along with a recognition of my own experience with research methods) led me to choose a 
qualitative framework for data collection-specifically, semi-structured interviewing 

ii. Qualitative research 
Feminist methodologies, while not neglecting the value of quantitative methods, have placed a 

considerable emphasis on qualitative methods in research. There are several reasons for this. 
First, quantitative methods often force researched persons to place themselves into pre- 
determined (i. e. researcher-detem-lined) categories that may not accurately reflect those people's 

experiences. Also, '[q]ualitative methods ... help to give the voices of participants a primary 

place in research results' (Hill, et al., 2000: 765). (We will return to this later in the chapter. ) 

The goal of tl-ýs project is to produce a portrait of experiences and understandings of 

community, connection, and caring among older churchgoing women. Because these concepts 
(as I have defined them) are subjective rather than objective in nature, and because my interest 

is in 'interpretation rather than measurement' (O'Brien, 1996: 4), a qualitative research 

technique is preferable. Further, Gee and Kimball suggest that 'more naturalistic and qualitative 

methodologies ... are appropriate to the study of women and aging, given that women may define 

their social world in a way that emphasizes the quality of interpersonal relationships' (1987: 14). 

Quantitative methods, such as questionnaires and structured interviewing techniques, would be 

appropriate for collecting statistical data from a large number of women, but would leave little 

or no scope for the women's own interpretations of their experiences. Also, when working with 

older people, qualitative methods are usually more effective than requesting written responses to 
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questions (Keats, 2000: 116). Interviewing allows people to speak at their own pace in their own 
words (rather than in the words of the interviewer, as with multiple choice or closed-ended 
questioning). Interviewees may be inclined to reveal more in an extended conversation than they 

would either in a structured survey or on a paper questionnaire. 12 Further, persons who have less 
formal education than the researcher may feel disinclined to complete a written questionnaire, 
but be less worried about their verbal articulation skills. 

To collect data from older women themselves, I conducted one-on-one, semi-structured 
interviews. I used a schedule with open-ended questions, with some additional use of first- 

person documents (i. e. letters and autobiographical writings) supplied by some of the 
interviewees. As Davies notes, the purpose of such interviewing 'is to obtain a variety of 
interpretations rather than to seek consistencies in responses in order to develop statistical 

generalizations' (1999: 98). Anderson and Jack state that, in the interview, we must make 'a shi ft 

in methodology from information gathering, where the focus is on the right questions, to 

interaction, where the focus is on process, on the dynamic unfolding of the subject's viewpoint' 
(1991: 23). However, while statistical generalizations may not be the aim, I will be presenting 

the findings in such a way as to show both 'the variability [and] the generality' (Blaxter, et al., 

1996: 184) of the data. 

iii. Determining interviewee characteristics and parameters 

The first decision to make was exactly how to deternidne what "older" would mean for this 

project. As we saw in Chapter 1, older age is not a monolithic category. Women between 60 and 

75 have been variously called "the young-old", "the third age", and "the creative retired". 13 

They are the volunteers, the workers, and the active do-ers of the older population. In contrast, 

those over 75-variously termed "the old-old" or the "the frail elderly" (Brierley, 2000: 14)- 

are more likely to have worries about dying, to have a dwindling circle of awareness, to have 

bereavement issues, to experience isolation and dependency, to feel not valued, and to see 

change as bewildering. 14 For the practical purpose of selecting interviewees, however, I had to 

choose people in some objective way that would result in a cohesive, recognisable group. I 

settled on age 65 as a lower threshold. While arbitrary, it was not whimsical. It allowed me to 

select a pre-WW2 cohort. ' 5 

12 This is not necessarily true for all people, however. Some sensitive topics may be avoided or 
downplayed in face-to-face situations, where the interviewee is known to the researcher, rather than on 
paper, where the interviewee can remain anonymous. 
.3 Thanks to Rev. Phil Hoar for this last term. 
14 Again, thanks to Rev. Phil Hoar for this list. 
15 Jerrome, referring to Mannheim, discusses the differences between cohorts and generations, saying that 
the term cohort 'is used to describe a group of individuals born in a particular time interval. A generation 
consists of people who may make up only part of a cohort but are a unit by virtue of their historical 
consciousness and sense of common interests' (1992: 149). Thus, cohorts can cover a longer, more 
flexible period of time, one based on external events; a generation is generally understood to be about 30 

years, the time it takes for children to replace their parents julloch, 1993: 623) (See Mannheim, K, 1952, 
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As noted in Chapter 2, the women I interviewed were all born prior to the outbreak of 'WW2, 

and some of them before WWI. Although there were different generations within this group, 
there were certain characteristics they all shared. They were, for example, all raised by parents 
who themselves lived before WW2, and therefore were brought up with certain values and 
expectations, such as respect for established authorities. Further, 

Pre-war generations in Britain ... grew up under the influence of the churches, 
or, at least, under the influence of a wide network of para-church organizations. 
By no means all British people practised their faith with regularity, but they 
possessed, nonetheless, a degree of religious knowledge that had some sort of 
connection with orthodox Christianity (Davie, 1994: 122; author's emphasis). 

The idea that 'religious beliefs and practices differ among generational cohorts' is widely 

argued (Zech, 2000: 545). One of the key theorists in this area is Douglas Walrath (1987). 

Although his perspective is American, there is much that is strongly similar to the British 

experience, particularly for the cohort of women I am investigating, and I believe it is quite 
helpful. 

The women I interviewed fall into Walrath's cohort named "Strivers", born between 1901 and 
193 1. For them, '[t]he years that formed and followed their primary acculturation were 
dominated by massive efforts to survive against nearly overwhelming odds' (1987: 40). 16 War 

and economic depression were key life events (40). Strivers 'see the basic institutions of life- 

the family, nation, and church-as inherently good, to be protected, not changed' (8 1 ). Obeying 

moral absolutes and fulfilling one's duty are the proper way to live (82-83). God is a given (84), 

and 'the church is central, an essential, stabilizing force in ... society. Going to church and 

Sunday school are good for you' (86). Walrath concurs with Davie when he says that '[t]he 

Strivers' framework assumes a basic belonging [to a Christian church] ... The core act of 

believing, for Strivers, is belonging' (91). " 

1 was unable to find an equivalent British study, 18 so I have composed my own list of fort-native 

influences on this cohort: W`Wl, WW2, rationing, economic depression, peak of British empire, 

'The problem of generations' in K Mannheim, ed, Essays on the Sociology ofKnowledge, Oxford 
University Press, New York. ) 
16 Again, keeping in mind that Walrath is speaking of America. In Britain, I would propose that the 
Strivers cohort extends to those born through 1945-the end of WW2-because of the loss of ciNilian 
lives and domestic infrastructure during the war, the continuation of rationing, etc. There was certainly a 
slower economic recovery in Britain than in the United States, delaying the optimism Walrath writes of 
until at least 195 1, the year of the Festival of Britain, which marked a formal end to years of austen ty. 
17 Indeed, 'many Strivers think that to belong and know that one belongs is faith enough' (95), and they 
'[look] for a way to fit in' (96). We will see how this comes out in the following chapters, when the 
interviewees speak for themselves and the various communities, church and non-church, to which they 
belong. 
18 However, Richter and Francis (1998) do discuss Baby Boomers and Baby Bustens. their cultural 
differences with older generations, and the type of church life they seek-and avoid. 
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beginning of Commonwealth, peak of authority of church and state, decline of importance of the 
class system, introduction of welfare state. 19 I think it is important to highlight the last item I 
have named in the preceding list: the introduction of the welfare state. The interviewees (and 
their parents) were part of 'an era when few formal sources of support were available and 
neighbors and friends depended mutually on one another' (MacRae, 1995: 162). This, I believe, 
has a strong influence on how the women view community, connection, and caring and how the 
three processes are related to one another. 20 

I chose York as the fieldwork site because I live there, and also because it is virgin territory for 

a project of this kind. (It is also a mid-size urban centre in the north of England, which contrasts 

with Hubbert's work in a serrý-rural village in Cambridgeshire. ) I sought women who were 

church members and churchgoing, living in three settings: their own home (ambulatory), 

housebound (able to attend church with assistance), and living in a local Methodist residential 
21 home (either ambulatory or attenders with assistance). I deliberately did not seek to interview 

persons who were, for whatever reason, not able to communicate their thoughts to me; thus, I 

did not interview persons with dementia. Although some of the interviewees had serious health 

problems, they were coping well (at least in their estimation) and felt able to participate. 

22 The women I selected were all either Methodist or Anglican. I did not interview any women of 

other denominations because I did not want to stray too far afield into the traditions of other 

denominations. In a relatively small sample, I thought it best to have consistency in this area. 

And, by studying mainly Methodist women, I built on work done nation-wide by the Methodist 

Church through its arm, Methodist Homes for the Aged. 23 

I did not include a control group of non-churchgoing women because I was not concerned with 

making a comparative study. 24 (In the future, however, it will become increasingly important to 

look at such women-see Chapter 11. ) For the same reason, I did not include any men in my 

study. I did not focus on "difference" as a concern with this project, and I readily admit that the 

overall homogeneity of the group of interviewees-a result of the snowball sampling method of 

19 1 informally checked the list with various people, who said they thought it was reasonably accurate. 
20 An important caveat: My project is cross-sectional, looking at a group of women at one point in time, 
rather than longitudinal, which would follow specific individuals over a number of years. This raises the 
issue of whether observed characteristics are due to the ageing process itself or instead due to the era in 

which the women were born. 'Since most of the research on women and aging is cross-sectional', write 
Gee and Kimball, 'confounding of age changes and cohort differences is an ever-present problem that 
must be considered when evaluating research' (1987: 11). 
21 See Appendix 11 for a demographic profile of the interviewee group. 
22 One interviewee was Baptist, but this did not emerge until well into the interview, so I continued. (She 
had been recruited by a gatekeeper, who either did not know she was a Baptist or did not know this was 
important to me. ) 
23 See Age Awareness Project (1998), Jewell (1998,1999b, 200 1), Sanger (1999), and Brierley (2000). 
24 However, Brierley (2000), a quantitative study of older churchgoers, also includes some data on oldcr 
non-churchgoers. 
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selection and my own biases in selecting the first several interviewees (they '[reflected] my own 
social network' [Miller, 1998: 63] of predominantly white, Anglo, heterosexual persons)--is a 
limitation of the project (Zorn and Johnson, 1997: 217). 

As an American, the British class system is foreign to me. Ever since I came to the LTK, I have 
been struck by the emphasis on social class and curious as to how it is determined. It was 

apparent that some of the interviewees were financially better off than some of the others- 

either because they said they were well-off, or because they lived in nicer homes in better 

neighbourhoods. But, class was not a factor that concerned me in terns of the project; so, for the 

reader who would wish to know more on this subject, I must disappoint. 

6.3 Setting off and travelling: piloting and fieldwork 

In this section, I will review the mechanics of the interviewing process, beginning with the pilot 

stage and continuing through the fieldwork. At each point, I will bring in the methodological 
issues bome in mind. In essence, I will show how I got older women to talk about community, 

connection, and caring, and the role these play in their lives. 

6.3.1 Piloting 

The first step in the interviewing process-and this is often the most challenging-was to 

develop an interview schedule. In addition to listing all of the questions that came to mind that I 

might like to ask older churchgoing women, I also considered questions that had been asked by 

others who had done research among older people, some of it related to church or religion (e. g. 

Hubbert, 199 1; Gubrium, 1993; and the Sir Halley Stewart Age Awareness Proi eCt25 ). These 

other interview schedules and questionnaires helped clarify what I wanted to ask about and, 

importantly, what subjects I did not want to address. For example, I decided early on that, 

although interesting, I would not ask about "feminist topics", such as women's ordination and 

inclusive language, nor about adherence to doctrines and creeds. Even so, the first iterations of 

the interview schedule (the ones I used for the pilot interviews) contained many more questions 

than the final version I used in the fieldwork phase. For example, I asked some general 

questions about religious belief and about corporate and private religious activities and 

practices. I asked the pilot interviewees about their ideas regarding God and Jesus. All of these 

came at the start of the interview, before I asked about specific communities, connection, caring, 

or being older. 

I conducted five pilot interviews in the Spring of 1999.26 Once these were completed, I typed 

the transcripts, verbatim, and began to analyse them. I looked not only for instances where the 

25 Unpublished questionnaire; supplied by MHA for reference. 
" These are included in the data I analysed. 
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three main themes were discussed, but also for additional topics that emerged from the pilot 
interviews. I then grouped these topics into categories, which corresponded with the three 
themes of the project. These are listed below, along with some of the subcategories I identified: 

Community 

Family 

Church, Christian faith, the afterlife 
Home 

All other communities 
Connection 

Relationships 

Identity 

Roles 

Belonging 

Friendship 

Principles, moral standards 

God 

Paranormal and unconventional experiences 

Isolation, exclusion, and other problems 

Dealing with change: the past, the present, and the future 

Ageing and being older 

* Caring 

Giving and receiving caring 

Various forms of caring 

Benefits of caring 

Problems with caring 

lh/dependence 

Health issues (physical and mental) 

After this analysis stage, I was able to refine, reworký and condense the interview schedule to 

have it focus on the key themes and issues of the project and eliminate extraneous questions. In 

the final interview schedule used for the fieldwork, 27 1 began by asking about older age, in order 

to get the interviewees immediately focused on this. I added a list of common assumptions 

society has about older women in order to provoke reaction and kick-start the conversation. 

After this, I asked questions about communities, connections, and caring, often picking up on 

topics that had been significant in the pilot interviews. I asked about families, friendship groups, 

and important individuals; homes, neighbourhoods, and local churches; and whom they cared 

27 See Appendix 1. 
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for/about and who cared for/about them. I asked about belonging, isolation, and dependence, the 
principles they lived by; their concerns for the future; and their views on the afterlife (with 
respect to connections with the dead). Finally, I asked them to share wisdom or advice about 
community, connection, and caring. 

An important thing I learned from the pilots was to allow sufficient time for the interviewee to 
collect her thoughts and answer my questions. Whether this was due to the inteniewees' ages or 
to the subject matter, in any case the pace of conversation needed to be slower. In any interview. 
silence and pausing are useful ways to give someone space to think and respond. Also, on 
occasion I was satisfied with an answer, but paused to think about what I wanted to ask next- 
and the interviewee would add an interesting remark. As one older woman told me in private 
conversation, 'Now that I'm older, I need more time to think, read, absorb, and understand 
things'. 

Another early decision I had to make was whether to reveal my own opinions to the 
interviewees. I found that they tended to assume that I shared their views on many things, froni 

Judgement Day to popular television. This was evident from their use of verbal constructions 

such as 'isn't iff, 'doesn't itT, 'wouldn't iff, 'aren't weT, 'don't youT, and 'you know"'. If 

not indicating tacit agreement, these phrases at least signalled the assumption that I understood 
their views. In reality, I mostly kept silent when they said something I disagreed with, as I did 

not want to take time to debate topics (such as their opposition to unmarried cohabitation or 

their literal interpretation of the bible) that were tangential to the interview. This made me 

uncomfortable, but it served to keep the interviewees' views at the forefront of the conversation. 

Luff (1999) writes of her own sense of deceit in suppressing her opinions: 'Listening to views, 

nodding or saying simple "unims" or "I see", to views that you strongly disagree with or, 

ordinarily, would strive to challenge, may be true to a methodology that aims to listen seriously 

to the views and experiences of others but can feel personally very difficult' (1999: 698). 1 felt 

that if I challenged the interviewees, it would lead either to a debate or to the rapid end of the 

interview. And so I censored myself, which kept the interviews going, but felt dishonest. 

Analysis of the transcripts led to some firial ad ustments to the interview schedule. For Q3, Q7, 

and Q14, I had created index cards with typed lists or scripture verses on them. I quickly 

discovered that the women either found them hard to read or else they were not interested in 

reading but in talking and thinking out loud. The cards seemed to be a distraction rather than an 

aid, so I ceased using them. With respect to the scripture cards (Q 14), all of which contained 

bible verses referring to old age, the reactions were 'tlýiis doesn't speak for me-I'm not old yet'. 

Even for interviewees that I personally know read their bibles daily, these passages were not the 

ones they turned to. Instead, they looked to scripture that had guided, challenged, or cornfý)Fled 
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them all their lives. This raises the question ofjust how many older people may be interested in 
hearing what the bible has to say about old age. So, I stopped asking these questions. 

Another question I quickly dropped asked about the BBC television programme, -Songs of 
Praise" (part of Q14). I had assumed that older women might find a sense of community from 

watching this programme; however, this was not bome out. "Songs of Praise" was never 
brought up by them, and when I raised it as a topic, it was quickly dismissed. Brierley sheds 
some light on this. It seems that although 87 per cent of churchgoers watch the programme at 
least 'sometimes' (2000: 34), it ranks a distant fifth (out of nine offered possibilities) as a source 

of spiritual nourishment (32). 28 

One question that I neglected to include in my interview schedule was, 'Do you attend St 
Sampson's Centre for the Over 60s'? St Sampson's is a social meeting place and day centre for 

people over sixty, whether or not they are York residents. Founded in 1974, it operates in a 

redundant church in the heart of the city centre. When I did think to ask one interviewee, she 
dismissed the centre with, 'I should imagine that the people that you're talking to have more to 
do with their time than going into the St Sampson's Centre'. Finally, Q9 I asked only in a few 

cases, as it did not (on the surface, anyway) ask about the interviewee's own experience of 
belonging. 

In March 2000,1 ran into one of my previous interviewees at a church service. She asked if I 

had received her message (through an intermediary) not to use the phrase "old women" but 

rather "older women" in my questions. She said that she and her ffiends (whom I had also 
interviewed) did not like the word "old". Although I had not received her message, I had already 

made this change in my questioning, as a response to the fact that none of the women were 

accepting the label "old" for themselves, feeling that it either did not apply to them or that they 

would not like it applied to them. "Old" had negative connotations with virtually all of the 

interviewees; therefore, about one-quarter of the way into my fieldwork, I started to use the 

phrase "older women" and to ask not "Are you old? " but instead "What makes a person old? " 

Then the women could chose to identify themselves as old or not, without a sense on their part 

that I had already labelled them thus. The new question made the category "old" one that could 

be discussed in abstract terms, before moving in closer to talk of themselves personally. 

6.3.2 Fieldwork 

The main (post-piloting) phase of the fieldwork took six months, from November 1999 through 

April 2000. In this section, I will discuss how I "recruited" interviewees, the preliminary steps I 

'8 After church services, hymns and songs, prayer and meditation, and the bible. 
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took with each interviewee before the actual interview, the interview situation itself, how I 

closed each interview, and what follow-up steps I took with the interviewees. 

i. Recruitment of interviewees 

My plan was to recruit 25-35 interviewees; I ended up with 40, including the five pilot 
interviewees. This greater number was because I decided early on that I ývould never refuse to 
interview any woman who presented herself to me, because refusing an offer of help ývould 
make it harder for the next researcher to find willing participants. 

I used four different approaches to recruit interviewees: personal requests, notices in church 
29 

service sheets and magazines, referral slips, and gatekeepers. I asked certain women to 

participate, based on my assumption that they met the criteria. These direct, personal requests 

resulted in nine women agreeing to be interviewed. 

I sent the following notice to II local Methodist churches (one of which is a 
Methodist/Anglican ecumenical partnership) for inclusion in their December 1999 and January 

2000 service sheets and magazines: 
FOR WOMEN ONLY. If you are 65 or over, then an American student could 
use your help. Janet Eldred is interviewing older Methodist and Anglican 
women in York about their experiences of community life today, particularly in 
churches. If you can spare one to two hours for tea and conversation, please 
ring Janet on xxxxxx. She'll be delighted to hear from you! (Biscuits optional! ) 

I ran a similar notice (but more personal) at my own church. As far as I know, seven of these II 

churches ran the notice, although some others may have done so and simply not followed up my 

request (with SAE) that they send me a copy. I know anecdotally that some of these notices 

were passed along to friends at Anglican churches. This process yielded 10 interviewees. 

After the first several interviews I conducted, I sent two "referral slips" to those interviewees 

inside their thank-you notes (see below). Each slip had the "FOR WOMEN ONLr'text shown 

above. These slips were designed to require minimal effort from the previous interviewee, who 

could hand them to women they thought were suitable and leave it to those women to decide 

whether or not to contact me. This approach yielded eight more interviewees. 

Finally, I "employed" several gatekeepers, including the warden and assistant warden at a local 

church-affiliated residential home, my minister, and a handful of friends and fiiends -of- friends, 

to seek out potential interviewees on my behalf Each gatekeeper had a version of the "FOR 

29 Although the term "gatekeeper" is most accurately applied to those individuals who provide access to 
research participants we could not approach directly, I am using the term in a more general way to mean 
those persons who help find and recruit potential participants, even in cases where we might negotiate 
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WOMEN ONLY' notice. The gatekeepers used one of two approaches. Some referred women 
to me directly, so that I received telephone calls from women saying that so-and-so had 

mentioned my project and that they were willing to participate. Other times, the gatekeepers 
gave me the details of women who had given them verbal agreement, and I telephoned them to 

set up an appointment. This final method of recruitment yielded 13 women, afl of Nvhom agreed 
to proceed. 

The most successful method of recruiting interviewees was through a personal contact, either by 

the previous interviewees, the gatekeepers, or me. The previous interviewees were especially 

useful, as these women could claim that they had been through the experience and sunived- 

and even enjoyed it. Because we do not want participants to feel coerced, the use of gatekeepers 
is often helpful, as potential interviewees may feel freer to say "no" to a gatekeeper than to the 

researcher (Miller, 1998). However, gatekeepers can be a mixed blessing. Without them, we 

might not find all of the participants wen'eed; with them, we may encounter persons who are 

unsuitable for various reasons. Miller discusses the problematic aspects of using gatekeepers, 

one of which is that some participants may be unable or unwilling to speak freely to the 

researcher if they feel, despite any assurances, that what they reveal will be reported back to the 

gatekeeper (1998: 64). To Miller's list, I add the fact that gatekeepers do not always represent a 

project accurately, and thus some women are incorrectly approached (or not approached) or 

have misunderstandings that need to be corrected at the outset. 30 

In all recruitment scenarios, I explained what my project was about and what would be involved 

in the interview. I used this initial conversation to prepare the interviewee for the topics and the 

mechanics of the interview, and to secure an initial consent from them. One of the important 

ethical considerations of the project was that I be as transparent as possible with the 

interviewees with respect to anonymity, confidentiality, access to data (i. e. tapes, notes, and 

transcripts), and the various uses I would make of the data: this thesis, conference papers, a task 

group, and, potentially publication. I also sought and confirmed verbal consent at the beginning 

and the conclusion of each interview. All of this was part of negotiating the 

interviewer/interviewee relationship (Mauthner and Doucet, 1998). 

with them ourselves. Thus, I am using "gatekeeper" to speak of any intermediary, because there were 
subtle differences in how my gatekeepers functioned. 
30 Some women, when approached, did decline to be interviewed. Only three women that I approached 
directly did not respond positively. One woman's name was given me by a mutual acquaintance. After 
two telephone calls in which she expressed interest but was unwell, I sent this woman a follow-up letter; 

she did not respond. A woman at the residential home initially agreed after contact through a gatekeeper; 
however, when I approached her in person at a coffee morning, she said she had changed her mind. The 
final woman was a member of my church whom I wrote to; either she did not receive the letter or she 
chose to ignore it. One of my gatekeepers told me that she approached many women on my behalf. but 

only about half agreed to be interviewed. 
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I also made sure that I only sought women who seemed capable of understanding my purpose 
and of what their consent meant. I informed them of the possibility of emotional reaction to 

31 questions (anger, sadness). I told each interviewee that she could choose not to respond to InN 
question, without explanation on her part; that she could ask for clarification at any time; and 
that she could halt the interview at any time, either temporarily or for good. My aim was to have 
the interviewees be as informed as possible and to let them know that they had power and 
control in the interview, no less than I did. The standard view is of researchers as powerful 'bad 

guys' and older people as exploited 'victims' (Russell, 1999: 415). Russell takes a different 

view, writing that her interviewees were not vulnerable at all. Many of thern, she says, exercised 
'considerable power ... [and] participated very much on their own terms' (1999: 414). 

For example, my roles, in the eyes of the interviewees, were multiple. At any one time and for 

any one person, I could have been perceived to be a ffiend, church visitor, fellow congregant, 
audience, interviewer, and student, as well as the more sinister exploiter, spy, and judge. 
Therefore, it was important that I be clear about my key role of interviewer and my intentiom in 

the interview situation. 

ii. Preliminaries 

All of the interviews were conducted at the interviewees' homes . 
3' When I arrived, there were 

certain steps I took prior to using the interview schedule and tape recording the conversation. As 

just noted, I re-stated the purposes of the interview with respect to the project as a whole and 
how I intended to use the information collected. (Several of the women were pleased to learn 

that I planned to make their views known to a wider, popular audience in addition to the 

academic one. ) I also asked, again, for their consent, both to the interview itself and to tape 
33 

recording and note taking. A few of the interviewees seemed to misunderstand why I was 
interviewing them, either because my gatekeepers had misrepresented the project, because I had 

not been clear, or because they had not been attentive during our phone conversation. This 

preliminary discussion was a chance to clear up any misconceptions. 

Although in many ways interviewing older people is the same as interviewing people of any 

age, there are certain physical, personal, and social differences that should be taken into 

3' Thanks to pilot interviewee, Barbara, who suggested I do this. 
3' There is an interesting angle to the interview setting that harks back to the public/private debate 
discussed in Chapter 3. Edwards and Ribbens note that interviews often take place in interviewees' 
homes, which are, by the above definition, private spaces (1998: 14). Those interviews also (usually) 
discuss private topics (2). However, do those spaces and those topics then become public when the 
researcher enters, especially as she represents the world of universities and publication, a world with a 
(potentially) large (public) audience? Certainly the fact that the interviews were conducted in their homes, 
rather than in mine or on some neutral territory, may have given the women a power base of working 
from "their own turf'. 
33 Only one interviewee asked not to be tape recorded; all of the others were perfectly at ease with it and 
with the note taking. 
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consideration. Keats (2000: 115-119) lists a number of these, which I will surrimarise here. On 
the physical side, some older people will have problems with one or more of the following: 
hearing, eyesight, mobility, and memory loss. (Regarding hearing, eyesight, and mobil*, 
problems, I was not as prepared for these as I should have been. But, I quickly fell into step, 
asking interviewees at the start if they could see and hear me clearly and positioning myself 
where they suggested I sit. ) 

On the personal and social side, respect and politeness, patience, and an appropriate use of 
verbal and body language are all helpful tools to bring to interviews with older people. I always 
began by addressing the interviewee as either Miss or Mrs So-and-so, until and unless she asked 
me to use her first name (and not all did). I used a slower, louder, and slightly more formal 

manner of speaking so that the interviewees could understand my accent and the meanings of 
the words I chose. I also did not use any extreme body movements or gestures, and made sure 
that I was relaxed and smiling throughout-showing I was pleased to be there, just as I felt I 

was. I allowed ample time for the interviewees to say as much as they wished, and tried to let 

them complete their thoughts without rushing on to the next question. 

One of the concerns I had was how I could compensate the women for their time and, I hoped, 

openness in speaking with me (Scanlon, 1993: 640). 1 wanted to choose some method of 
"payment" that would not be insulting or demeaning, or imply that this was a mere business 

transaction. I wanted to signal to them that I knew that what they gave me through their sharing 

was of value and truly appreciated. I did not want to act as though a "visit from Janet" was 

sufficient payment for access to their homes, time, and thoughts. I finally settled on a token gift 

of a packet of biscuits and some tea bags, neatly wrapped with ribbon. This would be 

inexpensive enough not to be refused. As many of the women offered me either tea or coffee 

and biscuits or cake as soon as I entered their home, I always stated that this gift was a treat for 

them to have some other day, to either share with friends or to have as a reminder of our time 

together. Although some of the interviewees had a bit of difficulty accepting even such a small 

gift, after a bit of persuasion, none of them refused it. 

iii. The interview 

The interviews lasted from one to two hours. The subject matter of the interview schedule was 

always addressed, although sometimes a comment from an interviewee caused me to reorganise 

the order of questions to pick up an idea at the point it was introduced. The older women I spoke 

with may have been concerned about their articulation of ideas, especially to a researcher 

working towards a higher degree. 34 Finch writes of the enthusiasm with which female 

34 However, a low level of articulation does not equate with a lack of wisdom on the part of the 
interviewee. (Thanks to Rev. Andrew Martlew, Diocesan Director of Education, York Diocese. Church of 
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respondents open up to a female interviewer, 'even if they have some initial anxieties about the 
purpose of the research or their own "performance" in the interview situation' (1984: 72). 

For the seven interviews I conducted in residential and nursing homes, I made the schedule 
shorter, aiming for a one-hour maximum interview, as I had been informed by in), gatekeepers 
at the home that some of the interviewees did not want to go beyond this time frame. Because 

the home is a different sort of living arrangement fi7orn a privatelcouncil house or flat (where all 
of the other interviewees lived), I wanted to focus on this arrangement as a particular sort of 
self-contained community. Therefore, I focused on four key areas: (1) being older, (2) the 

residential/nursing home as a community, (3) the church as a community, and (4) the afterlife 

and connections with deceased persons. Connections and caring were discussed within these 

contexts. The fact that these women lived in residential homes was not a significant factor in 

their discussion of the topics. Therefore, I have not singled out their comments from those of the 

other interviewees. 

Privacy, though desired, may not be possible in communal living settings such as a nursing 
home; however, I was able to interview each woman alone in either her own home or in a 

private room. Occasionally, the interviews were interrupted by others (i. e. friends, neighbours, 
family members, and staff) coming into the house, flat, or room to visit or to ask questions. 

When that happened, I turned off the tape recorder until the interviewee had finished her 

business and was ready to resume. 

Keats mentions that for older people, especially those who live alone, interviews can be 'a 

pleasant social interlude ... [offering] companionsl-ýp and stimulation, however transitory' 

(2000: 116). This was certainly the case when I conducted my interviews. Either the 

interviewees said as much in so many words, or they indicated it in other ways by offering 

refreshment, displaying relaxed body language, and inviting me to return on a social basis. One 

problem with interviewees who view the event as a social occasion, however, is that the 

interviewer might lose control of the interview, and that it will then degenerate into following 

the path of interest set by the interviewee. This did happen with a handful of the women I spoke 

with, women who either spoke so quickly that they could not be interrupted or women who had 

a "set story" that they told about their lives regardless of what I asked. Usually I was successful 

at bringing the interview back on track, but even where I was not, I have included these women 

in my sample because, upon reading the transcripts, I found they always had something useful 

to say. 

England, for this observation. ) Being able to communicate is not the same as being articulate. I %vas not 
unduly concerned about this, although some of my gatekeepers were, and deliberately "selected" women 
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iv. ClosinR and follow-ui) 

At the end of each interview, I asked the woman, now that she knew what she had said for the 
record, if it was all right to use her words. Everyone gave her consent. As I usually stayed for a 
chat and another cup of coffee before leaving, the interviewees frequently made filrther 

comments that were relevant to what we had discussed on tape. I noted these, and included them 
in the data. That evening, I wrote a thank you note to the interNiewee. The thank-you notes ere 
genuine; but, they also provided a means of helping me recruit more interviewees (see "referral 

slips" discussion above) and of giving the women my telephone number and address. Some 

women did contact me, either to thank me for my interest, to mention additional ideas related to 

our conversation, or to suggest potential interviewees. 

The final payment I plan to offer the women I spoke with will be indirect but I hope still 
beneficial: 'advocacy work on a larger scale' (Scanlon, 1993: 645). 1 informed each interviewee 

at the time of the interview that I hoped to be able to promulgate the findings of my research 

more broadly than just in the thesis itself. My hope, echoed by a number of the women, is that 

the information they gave me about their experiences will be used by church members, clergy, 

and other interested parties to enhance their own understanding of older churchgoing women- 

their concerns, needs, and contributions to the communities of which they are a part, and the 

roles connection and caring play in their lives. 

As we saw earlier in this chapter, feminist scholars believe it is not only ethical but imperative 

that researchers use their work to redress women's oppression under patriarchal systems. Taking 

a stand in support of less powerful groups is also a tenet of practical theology. Therefore, I have 

two solid foundations on which to rest my advocacy. I cannot be neutral, as I am passionately 

interested in supporting and advocating for older people, especially older women, and because I 

am a Christian who is concerned about the life of church congregations. Although I could not 

divorce myself entirely from an "us versus them" mindset with respect to "age", I did feel a 

sense of solidarity with the interviewees with respect to gender, faith group, and the fact that I 

am becoming an "older woman" myself. Both for these older women and for my own future, I 

ask, 'What lies aheadT and 'How can I make it betterT 

One question for theological methodology is, '[i]s theology merely a theoretical exercise 

accomplished on the basis of a given set of theoretical presuppositions, or should the -,, -ery 

approach to its subject matter be necessarily rooted in concrete human experiencesT (Jeanrond, 

1992: 482). Liberal theologies say the latter, and liberation theologies (such as ferninist 

theologies) finther stress that 'the praxis of liberation' must be part of the methodology (485). 

The same is true of pastoral theology, wl-&h is 'seen as offering models for trans format i ve 

that they believed to be quite aniculate and thoughtfUl. 
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action, rather than purely theoretical reflection' (McGrath, 1997: 150). This answers the question 
of "why do this, why apractical theology" (already answered in Chapter 2): because I believe 
in action, not just reflection. Why not just discuss community, connection, and caring in older 
women's lives without this added piece? Because feminists believe research should lead to 
social change. 

6.4 Arriving and unpacldng: transcript analysis and reflection 
Once the journey's initial destination-that of having data in hand-is reached, it is time to 

unpack and sort through what has been gathered. Here, I will describe how I analysed the 
transcripts, and conclude the chapter with a reflection on the methodological process as a whole. 

6.4.1 Transcript analysis 
I transcribed each of the interview tapes myself, verbatim and in its entirety, typing once 
through and then re-playing the tape to check and correct. The first step after each transcription 

was printed was to read it through and to write a single-page summary of the content, including 

my reaction to the overall mood or feelings expressed (following Hycner [ 1999]). This included 

a few sentences on how the three key themes of community, connection, and caring were 

exemplified in each interview. I then created a free-hand diagram of the relationships between 

the interviewee and the persons and communities in her life, which helped me picture (literally) 

the connections that existed (or in some cases, no longer existed) in her life. 35 

The final, and most complex and intellectually challenging, stage of the analytical process was 

to code each interview. I use the term "code" loosely. Working with the list of key topics that I 

had developed after the pilot interviews, I assigned a colour to each topic and subcategory, and 

then read through each transcript again, marking passages by colour(s) and handwriting notes 

next to each colour to indicate specifically what relation the interviewee's words had to the 

topic. In this way, I would not only be able to draw comparisons across interviews (by matching 

colours), but also be able to maintain the individuality that each interviewee brought to the 

topics concerned. The categories were broad enough that I could account for everything that a 

woman discussed with at least one colour (and sometimes two or three) and not skip over 

statements that did not fit into preconceived notions of what was important. In this way, I sought 

to '[delay] the reductionist stage of data analysis when transcripts are cut up into themes and 

aggregated' (Mauthner and Doucet, 1998: 134). This approach allowed me to continue to see 

each interviewee as a complete, unique individual as deeply into the analysis process as possible 

(Mauthner and Doucet, 1998: 134). By organising the data in these different ways-verbatim 

transcripts, single-page summaries, diagrams, and colour-coded topics-involving four separate 

encounters with the complete texts of the interviews (not counting the actual inteniew 

" See Appendix III for a reproduction of one such diagram 
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interaction itself), I was able to pick up on particular meanings and nuances that I might not 
have if I had only created transcripts and plucked out the words that discussed my key themes. 

We saw earlier that a feature of feminist research is collaboration. This can take the form of 
seeking comment from interviewees on transcripts and even on our interpretations of the data. 
In this project, I chose not to carry collaboration to that extent. 'Research is the art of the 
feasible' (Blaxter, et al., 1996: 145), and with 40 interviewees and a limited time fi-ame, I did not 
feel that I could go back to each woman-or even to a select few. Also, as the researcher, it is 
my responsibility to interpret the women's experiences, not a task to be shifted onto the study's 
"subjects" (Borland, 1991: 64). Finally, this process of "verification" is not without difficulties, 

as the interviewees, may suggest different interpretations for reasons that may be justified (the 

researcher was off-the-mark), benign (the interviewee may think she meant something different 

on the day, but her views have altered a bit since the inter-view), or devious (she wishes to 

appear in a different light to the future readers of the report, or she wishes to change the 

outcome of the report). In any event, none of the interviewees requested to see either a transcript 

or the fmished Phl); had they done so, I might have had to revisit this decision. 36 

Merrick observes that 'it is possible-to achieve a considered internal sense of truthfulness 

about one's representation of Other when review by participants is not feasible or desirable' 

(1999: 52). 1 tried to maintain a heightened awareness that the interviewees and I did not 
37 

necessarily share 'a likeness of mind' (Borland, 1991: 72), and I caution the reader of this 

thesis to do the same-to recognise that my interpretations are not the last word on what older 

churchgoing women think, feel, and experience. I hope that I have been able, throughout the 

analysis and interpretation processes, to not simply 'fit [the women's experiences] into [my] 

own paradigms' (Borland, 1991: 73), but to maintain an open mind and to seek possible new 

(either additional or replacement) paradigms. 

One way to achieve this is by being sensitive and truthful to the interviewees' voices. Mauthner 

and Doucet state that 'the issue of listening to women, and understanding their lives "in and on 

their own terms", has been a long-standing and pivotal concern amongst feminist researchers' 

(1998: 120). Women's voices-long neglected, ignored, or discounted-should be heard and 

recorded just as they present themselves. 

In a recent interview, Carol Gilligan notes that '[t]he ethical problems of the research [become] 

how we use our power as researchers to orchestrate these voices in the presentation of the work, 

36 One interviewee asked to borrow her tape to listen to, after I had transcribed it. She returned it Without 
comment or request that I not use any of the data on it. 37 Even so, it may have appeared to us at the time of the interviews that such a likeness existed, as we 
sought to 'establish a footing with one another and fmd a common ground' (Borland, 1991: 72). 
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realizing that we [do] have the power to be absent or to override, to colonize, the voice' (Hamer, 

1999: 180). And, despite our best efforts to let women's voices show through 'in our final 

(written) products, we as researchers and writers 'are in the privileged position of naming and 

representing other people's realities' (Mauthner and Doucet, 1998: 139). As scholars, NN-e often 
do this by using ideas and terminology to interpret research subjects' worlds in ways that they 

would find alien . 
38 The most immediate example of this is in my understanding of feminism and 

feminists, versus the interviewees' understandings (which I did not explore). 'We have to accept 

that the entire research process is most often one of unequals and that, as researchers, we retain 

power and control over conceiving, designing, administering, and reporting the research' 
(Mauthner and Doucet, 1998: 139). 

An important concern for me was representing the interviewees' "voices" properly (i. e. 

respectfully of their intent and meaning) to avoid misinterpreting them. Was I able to hear their 

voices? I do not necessarily share all of the views-religious or social-of the interviewees; but 

I believe that did not impede my empathy or understanding. I function with the view of my own 

cohort ("Calculators"), which may have coloured how I viewed these women ("Strivers"). This 

is another way of being an outsider to the women. 

Most feminist theologians working in the 1970s through the 1990s, however, would be in 

Walrath's "Challengers" cohort, born 1932 through 1954. He describes the Challengers as 

having their 'basic acculturations in time ... from 1945 through 1976, a thirty-one year period 

that began with victory, dreams of general affluence, and optimism but that concluded with 

economic and social retreat, and, for many, general disillusionment' (1987: 39). Consequently, 

Challengers question, rather than accept, institutions and forms as Strivers do. I am from a 

cohort that Walrath calls "Calculators". Born from 1955 through 1987, 'most of them have 

experienced the world more soberly... as a place where only those who are able to make wise 

choices thrive. Perhaps even only those who are privileged, or fortunate' (1987: 39). Thus, will I 

be able to understand the interviewees accurately? 

Because of experiential differences, claims Walrath, it is impossible for one group to fully 

understand the other. However difficult it may be, though, we as researchers should listen to and 

try to understand people (in my case, older women) from their experiential perspective. A key 

question of this project is whether feminist theologians have attempted to understand older 

women as potentially different from themselves, as having unique outlooks, or whether older 

women have been assumed to share theologians' views--or, worse still, whether feminist 

theologians have not even thought about older women at all. Not sharing a common framework, 

38 Thanks to Rev. Andrew Martlew for this observation. 
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feminist theologians may have developed theologies that are remote and unhelpful to older 

women. 

I wanted to preserve as much of the uniqueness of each individual as possible, while at the same 

time preserving each woman's anonymity. Also, I have been faithful to the actual words and 

phrasing used; I have not "smoothed out" the interviewees' words, because this is 'often a way 

of discounting and ignoring those parts of women's experience that are not easily expressed' 
(DeVault, 1990: 107). In the transcriptions, I indicated hesitations, speech volume and emphasis, 

laughter, tears, and other non-verbal 'clues to emotion and meaning' (DeVault, 1990: 109) to 

help me remember not only the "what" but the "how" of the words. 

In our down-to-earth conversations, we discussed such things as beliefs in concrete terms, using 

examples from real life, rather than in the abstracted, theological language of (for example) 

"redemption" and "justification". (I did not use such terms and they did not bring them into the 

conversations. ) Similarly, Gillespie writes that '[a]t first glance, the interview transcripts appear 

totally mundane because they have no "church words" such as salvation or discipleship' 

(1992: 209; author's emphasis). 

When presenting findings, I have emphasised the interviewees' voices, 'include[ing] rather 

fuller statements and sections of dialogue rather than ... isolated quotations' (Davies, 1999: 116) 

whenever possible, without revealing so much of the interviewee's identity by doing so as to 

break my assurances to them of anonymity. There is necessarily a tension between honouring 

both anonymity and the truth of women's lives as expressed in their own words. Women should 

be able to own their words and not be "disembodied voices". I have addressed this by including 

enough particulars of the speaker's experience to link that experience with her words; however, 

in an effort to maintain confidentiality and anonymity, I may have fallen short of this goal. I 

justify this approach because I do not think that this thesis requires an in-depth presentation of 

each interviewee's life history in order to understand the nature of her experience. 

Feminists share a deep concern about 'how to keep respondents' voices and perspectives alive, 

while at the same time recognizing the researcher's role in shaping the research process and 

product' (Mauthner and Doucet, 1998: 119). It is not enough merely to place women's words on 

the page verbatim, without any analysis; yet, neither should the analysis be so intrusive that 

what shows through in the product (in this case, the thesis) is the heavy hand of the 

researcher/writer. My voice-another woman's voice-is that of the interpreter. I believe it is 

important for me to be present as intermediary between reader and interviewee, placing the 

words of the interviewees in context of the overall project, and offering my interpretations and 
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conclusions for the reader to accept or reject. I do not see myself as "in the %-,,, ay* but as a 
knowledgeable guide to the world the interviewees inhabit. 

Indeed, as Mauthner and Doucet point out, the research process is 'a balancing act between 
three different and sometimes conflicting standpoints' or voices: those of the respondents, that 
of the researcher, and those of the 'existing theories or fi-ameworks' in our various fields 
(I 998: 140)--in this case, feminist theologians. I hope that all three voices are represented 
clearly in this thesis. 

6.4.2 Reflection 

For feminists, understanding one's own role as researcher in the research process requires self- 

examination at each step, from selecting the topic of inquiry, determining how to pursue it, 

encounters with infonnants and resources, analysis, and reporting: 
Reflexivity means reflecting upon and understanding our own personal, 
political and intellectual autobiographies as researchers and making explicit 
where we are located in relation to our research respondents. Reflexivity also 
means acknowledging the critical role we play in creating, interpreting and 
theorizing research data (Mauthner and Doucet, 1998: 12 1). 

A key feature of feminist reflexivity is that it goes beyond the internal process, which benefits 

the particular researcher and project, to encourage 'shar[ing] those reflections in professional 
discourse' (Campbell and Wasco, 2000: 787), for other researchers' reflection and use. 

At the start of this chapter, I presented my personal background and my position with respect to 

the areas this project covers. I have also indicated how I see my role in the process of analysis 

and interpretation: that of intermediary. In the final chapters of this thesis, I will engage with the 

empirical data and the concepts of feminist theologians to theorise and, ultimately, to advocate 

for change. 

According to Gross, 'feminist theology is unapologetically personal and subjective; in fact, it 

glories in the openly personal and subjective, combined with rigorous critical thinking' 

(2000: 173). The particular, the individualised, the subjective, and the value-laden, it is believed, 

ultimately lead to a richer yield of information about women's lives than do the rational, the 

scientific, the objective, and the value-free. Thompson and Priestley cite Alvin Gouldner as 

arguing that 'total objectivity [is] neither possible nor desirable' (1996: 259). For example, even 

stating that I am a Christian implies that I have certain values: at the very least, it implies that I 

value the importance of having a set of beliefs or a faith. 39 

" However, as Birke cautions us, to discount objectivity entirely in favour of a glonfied subjectn'ity il; to 
'leave the terrain of rational thought, including science, to men, thus perpetuating the system which 
excluded us in the first place' (1986: 157). 
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Conversely, Byrne says religious studies is neutral (though not on the terms of the natural 
sciences) because, unlike theology, it does not examine the truthfulness of informants' beliefs, 
but rather their content (1999: 253-254). Jaffee attempts to resolve the potential struggle faced 
by religious studies scholars who are also adherents of a faith: '[O]ur common intellectual life is 

a thing distinct from the cultural forms in which the "faithful" pursue their projects (even if 
some of us are the "faithful" as well)' (1999: 283). But Gross says that 

our personal interests and standpoints do influence our choices of subject 
matter, the data we see, and the conclusions we derive, [but that] does not turn 
us into unbalanced, fanatical zealots and proselytizers. Nor does it mean we 
become sloppy scholars; good rules of argument and good use of evidence 
remain important. But we do become more honest-and more humble 
(2000: 167). 

Because this project is involved with my particular faith--Christianity-I found it impossible to 
be neutral and detached. But, I do not think that this made it impossible to be rigorous in pursuit 

of the truth of older women's experiences. 

My interest in the subject matter of this project extends beyond religious faith, however. I have 

wishes and goals that are in a number of ways wrapped up in the women interviewees. I have 

studied women who, although they have differences from me, are in some ways akin to me. I 

tried to see myself as becoming like them, and in some ways I failed but in others I could 

visualise it. I found myself comparing my own circumstances as a midlife woman to those of 

the interviewees, searching for clues as to how I was doing so far, how to age well now and in 

the future-and worrying if I already felt older than the most energetic of the older women. I 

was relieved that I still had time to act on their wisdom and experience. I also found myself 

making decisions about how I would like to be as I age. As a prospective older woman, the 

discussions I had with the interviewees yielded not only much rich information for this project, 

but also much food for personal thought. 

Hill, et al. state that 'we must adopt research practices that require us, as researchers, to 

challenge our own view of the topic and of the people involved in the research' (2000: 762), not 

just at the outset but 'continually' (763). For me, this meant confronting my own ageism and 

ageist assumptions time and again. I am not immune to practising ageism in my daily life and, 

as Bytheway (1995) suggests, in the very nature of my research and how I report the findings. 

He has observed that 'much gerontological research is undertaken by younger people with a 

degree in some discipline other than gerontology .... [T]heir publications have tended to enhance 

the sense of their subjects being of a different world, a different age .... Discussions of these 

kinds of research all too often reduce to the question of. "What have we learrit about these older 

people?... (97-98). 
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Before the start of this project, I did have some of the ageist views held by society in general. 
My exposure to older women during the course of this project encompassed many women 
besides the interviewees, and not all of these were churchgoers. I sometimes felt frustrated, 
helpless, and defeated because the wisdom and practical ideas that I was leaming from my 
research proved to be of little or no value in particular situations. I found it difficult to see thein 
as anything other than the typical "old women" that society chooses to disparage, neglect-or 
worse, view with contempt. What I have learned from these personal connections is that, no 
matter how useful the ideas presented in this thesis, there will be older women for whom 
completely different approaches will need to be found. And no matter how enthusiastic I am 
about older women in general, and the interviewees in particular, I may continue to harbour 

certain ageist attitudes and prejudices towards particular individuals. Working to grow out of 
these will take continued effort. 

I do care about people who are older now. I have asked myself throughout the research, 'Is my 

caring paternalistic? Is it ageist? ' On some levels, I have to accept the charge-I wanted to 

undertake this research in order to find ways to help older women. But as a Christian, I (like 

many of the interviewees) also see caring as a loving response to God's love for me, something 
I am called to do and freely choose to do. Despite my self-identification as a Christian reformist, 
I am not seeking to identify older women as reformist, womanist, or post-Christian; rather, I 

hope that their words will create a tension between these categories and bring forth new insights 

for feminist theologies. 

As for mistakes or choices that I would make differently now, I would (next time) focus on one 

denomination, either Methodist or Anglican. 40 Further, the differences between high-, low-, and 

middle-church Anglican experiences are distinct enough that these three groups could well be 

investigated separately, rather than as a unit. Finally, it would be good to do a consciously 

comparative study between two or more denominations-but not at this early stage of 

knowledge. 

This was a study of particular people in a particular place at a particular time '41 and therefore 

only limited generalisations should be made to the British population of older churchgoing 

women as a whole (Wolcott, 1990: 30). Nevertheless, 'even the small survey shows up patterns' 

(Fennell, et al., 1988: 70), and the number of women interviewed will still be large enough to 

compare their comments with theories of community, connection, and caring put forward by 

feminist theologians. Helpfully, in 1999, the Christian Research organisation (UK) undertook a 

40 Were I to do this, however, I might have to discount the body of work published and undertaken by one 
or the other of these two key denominations; I would be reluctant to make this choice. 
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study of older people and the church, employing both quantitative (Brierley, 2000)42 and 
qualitative approaches (Sanger, 1999). My findings are consistent with these, and therefore can 
be taken to be a reasonable base for further research as well as immediate action by churches. 

One of my assumptions at the outset was that the experiences, attitudes, and beliefs of the 
interviewees will be largely similar, as they are part of the same cohort, live in the same city, 
and all attend either Methodist or Anglican churches. I did not anticipate that they would be 
identical, as all persons are unique; but I was continually surprised at how different each Nvoman 
was from the others. This added a new perspective to the topic of difference and diversity (see 

Chapter 2). Here, we have the slant of difference versus similarity, which creates a tension. We 

know that all women are unique individuals; yet, there are commonalties between women. 
When is it sensible to look at older women as a group (e. g. a cohort) and different from other 

groups of women, and when do we want them to retain their individuality? How do we strike 

the right balance of difference/diversity with commonality? This is a fundamental question that 

feminists (and others) continually struggle with; I hope I have found that balance for this 

proj ect. 

Had Ia more extensive background in the theoretical and theological side of the project, I could 

have come to grips with my topic more quickly, thus saving myself time overall. Still, I believe 

that the serendipitous nature of such ignorance led to as many "pots of gold" as to dead-ends. 

The education I gave myself-in theologies, the key issues, methodological schools of thought, 

and research methods-has been a valuable part of the process. 

Rita Gross writes, 'the academic study of religion challenges one's personal beliefs more than 

the study of other academic subjects' (1996: 5). My own beliefs underwent changes during this 

project. As I read feminist theologians' writings, and as I listened to the interviewees' thoughts 

and experiences and analysed the findings, I examined my own experiences and understandings 

of community, connection, and caring, and of my faith, and developed new understandings. 

As a Christian feminist, this project has affected my own beliefs about Christianity. I continue 

to be excited by the ideas emerging from feminist theology, and these shape my own ongoing 

spiritual journey. I was impressed that so many older women had passed through faith struggles 

and come to a place of satisfaction or peace; I was also intrigued that a few women seemed to 

be still worldng at their faith, questioning things and seeldng answers. This latter has given me a 

4' As a number of the interviewees commented to me on later occasions (e. g. at church services or when 
meeting socially), their answers would have been somewhat different had I interviewed them even a year 
later. 
42 The report's author states that the sample was 'wide and randomly selected' and that '[the] conclusions 
may therefore be taken as representative of the million plus older people currently attending church' 
(Brierley, 2000: 40). 



130 

feeling that I can relax-that I do not have to have all the answers to my own questions very 
soon. But from those women who were terribly disturbed by the wars and natural catastrophes 
in the world, who questioned where God is in all of this, I also learned that ha-, ing a faith can be 

painful, and that seeking answers can be harrowing as well as intellectually stimulating. 

Perhaps the effect of the project as a whole is best summed up in this remark by George Sand: 

The old woman I shall become will be quite different from the woman I am 
now. Another I is beginning. 

6.5 Summary 

In this chapter, I discussed the various methodologies I engaged with in the course of the 

research, which specific methods I chose, how I employed them, and how I worked with the 
data itself I drew an overall picture of the interviewees as a group, discussing them as a 

particular cohort. Referring back to the metaphor of aj oumey, which I used to organise and 

present this information, we can see that the process of this j ourney was not a clearly bounded 

400-metre racetrack. Rather, it was more like a countryside path, with diversions and 
discoveries en route to the destination. 

Now, we turn to the fruits of this journey. In the next three chapters, we will hear from the 

interviewees themselves about their experiences, respectively, of community, connection, and 

canng. 
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Chapter 7--Community: A social place vv, here meaningful things happen 

Well, the truth is this. I enjoy going to the [names a church-based society] to a degree. But I don't feel part of the group. I think I'm maybe hesitant Ln taking 
part in conversations---but again, the group is long-time friendships. They 
know each other and each other's families. And it doesn't include me. 

One group I was with, a lady said to me, 'I've known you several years and I don't know anything about you'. And I thought well, nobody's made any effort 
to know anything about me. So I gave her just an outline .... And she told me 
what her husband and her were doing, and where they were going, and it hurl a little 

.... And I thought, they have no idea. No idea. They may be good 
Christians, but they haven't a clue what it's like to have had somebody and 
then ... just to be on your own and adapt to that. -It's being with people that 
makes me happy. Anything else is secondary. But just being with people. 

I don't always feel part of the group. But then again, I'm possibly to blame. 
Because you have to meet people halfway. And I sometimes go there and I 
haven't said anything very much to anybody .... And of course, I'm -very happy 
that they all have their husbands. And it isn't anything to do with me. Maybe 
feeling sorry for myself, yes, to some extent .... But I'm not the only one. 
There's so many people in the same boat.... So what we're talking about and 
what they've been doing and everything doesn't-I mean, I'm not part of the 
conversation because I'm not part of that set-up. That's how I see it.... But 
everybody's very kind and nice. But it's just I can't really say that I feel part of 
the group. (Dollie)l 

7.1 Introduction 

In this chapter and the two following, we will have an opportunity to listen to the interviewees 
discuss their experiences of community, connection, and caring. We will also begin to see the 

elements that move us towards a Christian feminist practical theology of older women. In this 

chapter, the focus is on community. Recall that, at the end of Chapter 3, "commuruity" was 
defmed as a social place, real or imagined, involving (at minimum) an individual person and 

something or someone else. A community might be either given or chosen, small or large, 

formal or informal, temporary or long-lasting. There are generally both positive and negative 

aspects to membership. We learned that conu-nunities are important to older people, but that 

older people may have more problems with inclusion and exclusion than younger people do. We 

saw that feminist theologians view "community" as an ideal model for human society, though 

there is no consensus on the nature of this ideal. Finally, a number of questions were raised that 

we hoped the data would shed light on. These addressed the sorts of communities older women 

1 Details about the interviewee group as a whole-age group clusters, marital status, living arrangements, 
etc. -appear in Appendix 11. In order to preserve anonymity and confidentiality, I have not presented 
these details by individual, with the exception of listing which interviewees are in each age group. This 
latter information will help the reader identify each woman as either "young-old" or "old-old" (see 
Chapter 1). 
Wherever I have quoted the interviewees, I have preserved their speech as accurately as possible. 
Therefore, non-standard grammar and syntax reflect their speech patterns and are not typographical 
errors. 
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are members of, the benefits and responsibilities of membership, what changes the ageing 

process has on community membership and interaction, and olderwomen's particular 

experiences of their local church communities. 

Dollie's report of her experiences with a particular church-based society illustrates several of 

the topics discussed in Chapter 3 (and Chapters 4 and 5 as well) and also offers some answers to 

the questions raised. She identified key communities (e. g. spouses, family, friends) and 
discussed their importance; she related the phenomenon of insider/outsiderness and named some 

of the associated problems, such as marginalisation; she tried to apportion responsibility for 

moving an outsider from the margins into the community; and she queried the nature of a "good 

Christian" with respect to this responsibility. 2 This latter indicated a heightened expectation of 

Christians-and, by association, of churches to facilitate such incorporation of persons into 

communities. Overall, Dollie seemed to be asking, What does it take to be an accepted member 

of a community? As this chapter progresses, we will see that Dollie's experiences represent 

those of many of the interviewees. At the same time, we will also see that, when membership in 

a community is assured, these social places are very valuable for older women. 

7.2 The interviewees' key communities 

When I asked the interviewees to tell me what collectives they felt a part of, and what 

organisations they were affiliated with, they named family, friends, neighbourhood or home, 

groups centred around shared activities, interests, or history, and the local church. A few named 

larger communities, such as the nation, the worldwide church, or humanity, but these women 

were the exception. The various communities named encompass given and chosen, and formal 

and informal types of different sizes and duration. They reflect the 'diversity and variety' 
3 

typical of older people's social networks (Phillipson, et al., 2001: 265). 

In Chapter 3, we learned that the family is a key community for older people. 4 However, there 

have been changes in the structure of family life over the past several decades so that today, for 

many older people, friends are of equal or even greater importance than family (Phillipson, et 

al., 2001). Indeed, certain friends can become surrogate family members. This is often the case 

when children live at a distance and therefore are not available to lend help in an emergency. 

2 Dollie would appear to be drawing on the teaching of Hebrews 13: 2, which requires that a Christian 

show hospitality to strangers. 
31 will address the local church in detail later in this chapter. 
4 Because this thesis is primarily theological, rather than sociological, I am not going to dwell on a 
discussion of family and friends. These are very extensively covered in the social gerontological 
literature. Interested readers may pick up the discussion of family and older people in Phillipson, Bernard, 
Phillips, and Ogg (200 1) and of friends and older women in Jerrome (19 8 1). By no means should my less 

in-depth review be interpreted to mean that family and friends were of less significance to the 
interviewees in this study than in other studies of older women. On the contrary, family and friends , N-ere 
very important. 
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(However, children and other family members are usually involN, ed m key decisions and broad 

caring concerns, such as financial and accommodation decisions, which may occur on a less 
frequent basis. ) Further, we saw that older people today tend to grow old as part of a couple 
rather than as part of their wider family. From these ideas, I suggested that a married older 
woman would experience the loss of her partner to be particularly difficult. At the same time, 
she would be more likely, in general, to enlist the help of friends, neighbours, and other close 
associates when immediate help was needed rather than to call on her children or grandchildren 
if they were not nearby. How did the interviewees construct "family" and how did they 

negotiate their membership in their families? 

Nearly every interviewee named her family as one of her most important communities. 
Sometimes family members lived nearby and were seen frequently; for other women, distance 

separated them. Most of the interviewees in either situation, however, spoke enthusiastically 

about their families: 

We're a big family.... We're scattered [around the globe]. But we're all close. 
We all keep in touch .... We all write to each other and when we're flush with a 
bit of money, we phone them (laughs). (Winnie) 

I don't know what I'd do without them. (Betty) 

Photographs were tangible evidence of the women's communities. Most of the interviewees had 

family photos on display in their homes, showing that they were a part of this larger community. 

However, a few spoke of internal strife within their families. Mavis told of a quarrel that had her 

children not speaking to one another: 

I've said to them now and again, 'It's all right for you. But I am piggy-in-the- 
middle'. It's very hard.... 1 can't have a family party. I can't celebrate anything 
with a family party because of it. 

Several women expressed the view that they disagreed with how their children were raising 

their children or running their households. Most of these women chose to remain silent about 

this to preserve family harmony. Those who had spoken their minds had experienced strained 

relationships, some of which continued to be unresolved. 

Not all families were related by blood or by marriage. One of the ever-single interviewees- 

Eunice, who had virtually no living relatives-had created a community of friends a generation 

younger than herself She referred to them as her "family" (many of them knew each other), and 

she kept in touch with them all regularly in several ways, including letters and visits. One of 

these friends was also her primary carer (albeit long-distance), fulfilling a role undertaken by 

the children of other interviewees who were mothers. 
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Dolhe herself noted the importance of long-term friendships, which are very important for 

women on the inside of these friendships but present a barrier to those on the outside (Mie 

group is long-time friendships. They know each other and each other's families. And it doesn't 
include me'). Her statement also provided a clue to how such friendships work, in that intimate 
knowledge is one important component-the preliminaries can be dispensed with (Jerrome, 
1981: 190). And, Dollie recognised that she was not the only outsider ('But I'm not the only one. 
There's so many people in the same boat'). 

An older woman's satisfaction with her living arrangement seemed to dictate the location of 
"home". Some interviewees lived in their own homes, some in council flats or sheltered 

accommodation, and some in a church-affiliated residential home. We discussed whether there 

was a sense of "community" where they lived and also whether the city of York felt like home. 

Along with many of the interviewees, Fran-who lived in a bungalow-felt a sense of 

comfortable familiarity about her neighbourhood: 

It's lovely to have shops at the bottom of the street, and to never go to them 
without seeing somebody that you know ... or somebody that you speak to 
anyway. 

Ruth, who moved from a house in a village to a flat in sheltered housing five years ago, tried to 

overcome the lack of neighbourhood feeling in the complex: 

You can live in complete isolation in a building like this.... Now having said 
that, I feel that because I live in a community, I should be part of that 
cornmunity. So W, I join the bingo group on a Friday, I play cards sometimes 
on a Tuesday afternoon .... I enjoy playing Scrabble on a Thursday afternoon 
when I'm in, more than any of the others because again that's stimulating for 
myself. 

Finally, at the opposite end of this continuum of neighbourhood feeling was Dollie, who lived in 

a block of flats, but one without organised social activities (such as at Ruth's complex): 

Living in a complex like this, you're completely anonymous, really. It's not 
'That's my house'. It's just a little box. You know, everybody's in their little 
boxes. 

Without the structure provided by fonnal activities (and perhaps because she appeared to be 

shyer than Ruth), Dollie felt isolated in her living arrangement. 

As fiiendly, active neighbours, 'older people can help bind people into the life of the street' 

(PHlipson, et al., 2001: 109). Barbara and Tess were examples of this, introducing newcomers 

into their friendly, caring circle of neighbours. (Such a person in Dollie's complex might have 
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made a difference to her life. ) Barbara and Tess, however, only targeted newcomers who were 
their own age. ' The beneficial outcomes of their efforts could be expanded to include younger 
people, if these particularly gregarious older women were able to overcome the schedule 
differences in the lives of younger and older people-or if they believed that younger people 
wished to be included with older people. 

On the subject of York as home, the reactions were also mixed. Only a small number of the 

women had been born and lived most of their lives in York. The majority had moved there at 
some point in their lives, either as young to middle-aged wives or as older, retired and/or 
widowed women. Long-time residents universally felt "at home" in the city. Phyllis, who 
moved to York upon marriage, said: 

York is home. All my friends are here, and family 
.... And friends are just as 

important as family, I think. 

Most or all of the family ties such women had to their hometowns had long been severed 
through people dying or moving themselves, as the interviewees had. A couple of the recent 

newcomers had made a successful transition to their new city. Ruth said that such a move could 
be successful if a woman made strong communities within the larger city: 

I'm very happy in York. It's opened quite a new sort of avenue for me. It 
certainly hasn't got the confined feeling that village life has .... It's so easy to 
live in York. Everything is so convenient. And there is so much to do. 

But Winnie, a recent transplant from down South, said: 

I find that the North Yorkshire people are a little hard to get to know. (pauses) 
Not meaning it unkindly, but they're more reserved. 

With reference to their communities of interest, interviewees named art classes, U3A, 6 charity 

shop volunteering and community-service committees, former work associates or schoolmates, 

and walking clubs as important communities in their lives. Some one-off events had also created 

a sense of community. Janet named the bereavement group she attended when her husband had 

died some years ago, and how she was still very close to those individuals and met them 

regularly. Nancy mentioned a national religious gathering she had attended a few years 

previously that had been a very special community of like-minded people. In a similar vein, 

although Songs of Praise was not mentioned by many interviewees (in any context), Ella, a 

regular viewer, put her finger on why it became a community (and a virtual one) for her: 

5 Barbara deliberately targeted older widows, as she said that they were in exceptional need of communitv 
and social activities. Because most men (in her view) had cars, widowers could fend for themselves in 
this regard. See section 7.3.1.11 in this chapter. 
6 The University of the Third Age (see Chapter 1). 
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Ella: I suppose you're on the same wavelength, and you like to feel that you're 
joining in with other people in other places. (pauses) 
JE: ' All doing the same thing at the saine time. 
Ella: Yeah. And thinking of the same thoughts, as the words of the hynuis. 

Only a few women directly named very large collectives such as humanity, the ecosystem, or 
the planet as communities they felt a part of Even so, many interviewees mentioned global 
issues that concerned them, which could be an indirect way of signifying that they felt a part of 
these larger groups. Elsie spoke of her fiustration at trying to understand why Muslims and 
Christians fought one another, and of the troubles in Northern Ireland. Ada was worried about 
the victims of flooding in Mozambique, and Frederica was concerned about asylum seekers. 
Quite a number of the interviewees commented on major news items of the day, thus showing 
that they were connected to the larger national and world communities, even if they did not 
directly name them. As Lillian said, 'I think we're aware of what's going on in the world 

today-you know, media, television, the newspapers. I like to keep abreast of the times'. Some 

also named the regional, national, or world Christian church as a community that they felt a part 

of, but this, too, was infrequent. Ruth was the only interviewee who spoke about being a 

member of a worldwide body of believers of all faiths: 

I have never ever felt it wrong to go into any church to pray no matter what the 
denomination .... It's never worried me, because I've always felt that we all 
worship the same God, so what does it matter? And I'd like to think that this, 
you know, could be accepted by everybody .... If you look upon it as the world 
all speaking different languages. What a dull world it would be if we all spoke 
the same .... And we're all saying the same thing .... That M actual fact, no 
matter what or who, the basic need of humanity is for somebody to love and 
care for them. And I think this is what Christianity is all about. So from that 
point of view, I have no qualms at all in the saying that, you know as a 
Christian, I accept other people's beliefs, too. Because they are feeling the 
same as I do if they have a belief a 'tall. 

Finally, only Fran expressed the idea that she was a part of the Christian tradition of believers, 

of the witnesses to the faith through the ages-the 'community of saints' (Ramsey and 

Blieszner, 2000: 50). 

It is important to remember that I asked the interviewees to name the communities that they felt 

a part of, which assumes a level of importance for those communities. Even when the women 

expressed a lack of association (such as Dollie did with both the church-based society and her 

housing complex), it was apparent that these were communities that they wanted to be members 

of--else, why mention them? Family, friends, home, and local church were important 

communities (in fact or in desire) because they were places where the women could interact 

7 This refers to myself, the interviewer. 



137 

with significant or like-minded others and where good things-meaningful things-could 
happen. Being a member of one or more meaningful communities was an important aspect of 
living and shaped the activities of a woman's daily life-and in some instances, as we will see 
shortly, gave a reason for living. We shall now turn our attention to the subject of membership. 

7.3 Membership within key communities 
In this section, we will consider what the interviewees said constitutes "membership" in a 
community (as opposed to "belonging" a topic of connection in the next chapter). We will learn 

of the benefits they named as well as the responsibilities and contributions older women make 
to community life. We will then move to a discussion of the problems associated with 
membership, especially those that the women identified as age-related. 

7.3.1 What is membership? 
Having a role to play is important, almost a given, in order for a collective to "count" as a 

community. Examples of some roles the interviewees had were being "the boss", the "hub", or 

the "web-master" of a community; being a cross-pollinator of various communities; being a 

facilitator within a community; and being a rank-and-file contributor. Simply attending a 

meeting, even regularly, was not sufficient for a group to be named as a commUnity. 8 A woman 

needed to feel that there was a distinct position she occupied and that without her the 

community would be different somehow. Often, "tools" or "accessories" became a part of how 

an older woman defined her position. Tools and accessories helped a community function, and 

various ones mentioned were cars, houses, cooking skills, and communication and 

entertainment skills. 

For some, their communities overlapped (e. g. church and family for Ada and Dolores, friends 

and neighbourhood for Barbara and Tess), while other interviewees kept most of their 

communities separate (e. g. Dollie and Janet). A feature of all community types was that most of 

the women persevered in maintaining their membership, even if there were unsatisfactory 

elements within the community. If it was important to her, then an interviewee was reluctant to 

give it up. If a community ceased to be significant, however, then she had no qualms about 

dropping it. Barbara, for instance, had deliberately not kept up certain communities as she had 

aged, either because she was no longer interested in the people in them or because the founding 

reason for the group (e. g. a neighbourhood baby-sitting syndicate for fainilies with young 

children) had passed. Likewise, some interviewees kept up with their former workmates after 

retirement (those who had become friends), while others did not. 

8 With the exception, as we have just seen, of those communities where a deeper association is desired but 
does not (yet? ) exist. 
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i. Benefits 

Many membership benefits were named or implied by the women I spoke with. These included, 

but were not limited to, being valued by others (Phyllis); being known as an individual with a 

name (Sarah); awareness of others' lives and viewpoints (Barbara); an enriched life, boosted 

optimism, and enhanced self-esteem (Eunice); 9 structure, activities, and human contact (Hope); 

being looked after when necessary (Veeve); support for faith (Rebecca); strength for li,, -ing 
(Ella); and an outlet for caring (Muriel). Conimunity membership enhanced their sense of 

individuality (via their roles and "being known") as well as their sense of being part of a larger, 

important whole. During our interview, Sarah spoke of how she hoped to move to another home 

nearer to some friends and to a church she wanted to attend so that she would be known and 

have an identity: 

I feel I would be in a community that do know me. They do know I'm Sarah 
and I'm someone. 10 

A key positive feature of communities was the fact that they offered comfort and security, a 

"home" for individuals to share themselves openly so that they were not or did not feel isolated 

(Ramsey and Blieszner, 2000: 49). Amelia, who lived in a church-affiliated residential home, 

found that particular community a place of mutual caring: 

As I say, M here now.... 1 suppose each person probably has somebody that 
they're just watcl-ýing a little bit, that's needing a little more help. 

For Edith, a woman striving to maintain her Christian values in our so-called secular society, the 

right sort of community gave her support of a different kind, helping her to avoid the seemingly 

ever-present danger of being led astray. 

Interestingly, temporary communities also provided benefits for some interviewees. Nancy 

enthused about her hospital stay. There, she had been able to reach out to non-Christians on her 

ward, to get along with then-4 and to see it as an opportunity to gain something herself ('Having 

to meet other people with different ideas-I think it teaches you an awful lot'). Thus, 

communities did not have to be of a long-standing, or even permanent, nature to offer benefits 

to older women. Nancy's example also showed that some (possibly most? ) older women were 

actively forming new communities, in addition to engaging with those they were already a part 

of. 

9 'Being able to take part in our local community is important for maintaining our self-esteem' (Peace, 

1993: 143). 
10 A few months after this Interview, Sarah successfully moved near to the residence )A-here her ftiends 

lived. 
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I Contributions and responsibilities 
According to their testimonies, older women maintained communities, keeping them 
functioning and active. They offered their talents, skills, knowledge, and experience. For 

example, several interviewees owned cars and provided transport for other older Nvomen (e. g. 
Kate, Lillian, and Phyllis). Some of the more housebound offered their homes as gathering 
places (e. g. Veeve, Nancy, and Alfreda) and those who identified themselves as good listeners 
became outlets for the lonely (e. g. Amelia and Dollie). There were pianists (Mary and Karen), a 
flower arranger (Barbara), and a speaker for meetings (Mavis), and numerous interviewees 

provided willing hands for whatever projects were going at church (e. g. Fay, Betty, and 
Winnie). 

Women created, organised, and recruited members for communities (Barbara, Tess, and 
Muriel), and occasionally gave a community their own personal touch or stamp as a result. A 

few of the women (the very oldest-Dolores, Florence, Hazel, and Frederica) had decades of 

social and church knowledge and experiences they were able to share. Like the respondents in 

Hubbert's study, my interviewees did not claim to possess wisdom, but they did claim to have 

experience. They saw their experiences as a rich resource for their communities-one all too 

infrequently tapped into. " Contributions came in many forms, depending on what an older 

woman had to offer, what she was capable of offering, and crucially, whether she was invited to 

make a contribution. There was a definite sense of responsibility to the community, whether in 

general to the whole group or very specifically to individuals: 

What I do in [these groups] is based on the fact that God loves me and I am still 
of some use to him here. (Aleen, a representative to local and regional 
community-based groups for older persons and for the health service) 

I feel I have a big influence around here .... I mean, my friend [gives name] says 
I have completely changed her life. And if you get told that, you feet you've 
done a little bit of good, don't you? (Barbara, who organises outings for 
widows in her neighbourhood) 

One-on-one commitments, such as Barbara's, have a cumulative effect and are an essential 

complement to larger-scale efforts such as Aleen's. Both affect a community's overall health 

and ability to function for the benefit of all (Biggar, 1997: 129). Also, both of these women 

viewed their contributions as part of their Christian duty to those around them. 12 

7.3.2 Problems and challenges within key communities 
In addition to finding many benefits from their associations with communities, the interviewees 

also named a number of problems or challenges that they had to confi7ont. Some of these were 

11 Hubbert believes that it is just such experiences, 'garnered through decades of living and learning', that 
is truly the wisdom of age (1991: 48). 
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independent of age (e. g. struggling towards being accepted into membership and becoming an I 
insider), while other problems were attributable to growing older (e. g. deterioration of Vision, 
hearing, and mobility). Occasionally, these latter problems meant having to drop out of groups. 

As a woman ages, the number of communities she is a part of may decline in both quantity and 
in overall membership numbers, and the types of communities may change. For instance, a 
housebound woman may have few external communities, but have gained communities of 

nurses and personal helpers. Fiona Williams also cites lack of access to transport, lack of time, 

and 'fear of violence' (1993: 35-37) as limiting women's freedom of movement, and some of 
these were named by the interviewees. If membership in a community might hold off the ageing 

process (as felt by individuals themselves) because it offers activity and involvement, then 

rejection and discrimination might damage older persons' self-esteem and willingness to "go 

on". Phyllis pleaded, 'There's nothing worse than feeling that you're not useful anymore. And it 

can happen that older people do get overlooked .... We just want to be part of a community, and 

wherever possible to be a useful member of that community'. 

When important communities are broken up or when one's membership comes to a forced end 

due to retirement or to moving home, older women may feel hurt, at loose ends, or deeply 

troubled. Even when the end is anticipated and prepared for, such as when moving home, a loss 

of one's location in a defined, desirable community can be disturbing as it upsets an older 

woman's self-identity (Peace, 1993: 130). This was the case with Winnie, who came to York 

recently and at her family's insistence: 

Everything [at my former home] was so near and lovely. And I thought, well 
this is lovely because I'll spend the rest of my days here. But [the family] had 

other ideas.... If you're younger, it's quite different. When I used to move with 
[my career], it never bothered me. But this one was so traumatic .... I 

didn't 

want to leave everybody. And that Saturday, I'll always remember, it was a 
dreadful day. It was a lovely day, but it was a dreadful day for me. (pauses) 
Anyway, it's over with now. And I'm here. 

Wiru-ýe had tried to put a good face on the situation, however. When she was deciding whether 

or not to move, she 'prayed about it and I felt that, yes, I must come up [to York]. I thought, 

well, perhaps there's something for me to do up there'. Winnie drew on her faith to help her 

come to terms with a very challenging situation. 

Even interviewees who had not moved in older age felt the impact of our mobile society as their 

neighbourhoods changed around them, leaving them feeling isolated and cut off-outsiders 

from neighbourhoods that used to be close-knit: 

12 There will be more on this in the discussion of local churches, below. 
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I feel now I don't belong in a way. You know because I feel they didn't-they 
get together very often as young people with children, and they sorl of cut you 
off in some way. You don't sort of feel that you belong in the same way. (Mary) 

Mary, once very involved in her neighbourhood, now found herself on the margins. This leads 

us into the subject of insider and outsiderness and the especially awkward state of being on the 
margins: neither fully in nor fully out of a community. 

Returning to Dollie's report, we see that community membership is not always experienced 
smoothly. In the church-based society she referred to, Dolhe was an official member: she had 

paid her dues and her name appeared on the group's roster. This entitled her to attend various 
meetings and functions held throughout the year. Nevertheless, Dollie said, 'I don't always feel 

part of the group'. She frequently felt an outsider to the conversations of more established 

members, both because those women had 'long-time friendships' with each other and because 

'they all have their husbands'. Dollie felt that these established members had a responsibility to 

make an effort to get to know her-though she acknowledged that 'you have to meet people 
halfway'. She desired a deeper level of interaction, but there was a disjuncture between Dollie's 

needs and expectations and what the group's other members felt was necessary and appropriate. 

It is difficult to know whether increased effort from either side might have made Dollie an 
"insider" or if the group wished to keep her on the margins. Did Dollie fear rejection and was 

she therefore holding back? Did the group expect members to be outgoing? Were the other 

members unaware of Dollie's feelings and therefore unaware that a problem existed? (As Tess 

said, older persons had to make their needs known, otherwise a willing congregation-or other 

group-could not help. ) Should Dollie have sought out another, more compatible community? 
In the end, Dollie will have to take some form of action, possibly meeting people more than 

halfway, confronting some individuals with her views, or dropping out of the group. If she 

continues on as she is, Dollie is likely to remain on the margins of this particular community. 

Simply being an older woman was not enough, then, for Dollie to be (or to feel) fully accepted 

into this group of (primarily) older women. On the other hand, for other older women, being 

forced into groups made up exclusively of older people can be as bad as being overlooked. 

Sarah said that an older woman could find herself unwillingly thrown into an associative 

community of older people, rather than a nýiixed-age group. She found groups of all-older people 

to be ageist: 

I try not to associate with too many older people, but it's difficult .... I 
don't 

want to be thinking about the past. It's gone. Had it.... The entertainment that 
you get when you go to some of these meetings is geared for the older people. 
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You're expected to like, "Roll Out The Barrel" and all the wartime 
stuff ... Why do they think we want that sort of thing? 

Once again, we see the need for society to recogriise the uniqueness and diversity of interests of 
older individuals and not assume that older women will necessarily easily and happily slot into 
groups together. As with any age or type of person, marginalisation can be a problem and its 

causes and solutions unclear. 

7.4 Local churches and other Christian-based groups 
As stated early on in this thesis, I have chosen to focus on the local church as a particular 

community of importance for older women. Here, we will look at what the interviewees had to 

say about their experiences of local churches, both the good and the bad. 

7.4.1 The local church as a satisfactory community 
After family, the local church was the most important community the interviewees named .13 
Whether an interviewee's experience and concept of "church" was at the congregational level or 

on a community, regional, national, or global scale, many older women I spoke with were very 

enthusiastic about their church membership and gained a strong sense of community there. 

Sometimes an interviewee could point to a particular event that illustrated this. For example, 

Dolores's church made a special presentation to her on her birthday. For other women, their 

Christian upbringing-at home, at church, or both-was an important foundation for their lives, 

which had continued up to the present. Similarly, Hubbert's respondents who had been life-long 

participants in their churches noted a feeling of continuity (1991: 59). Going to church was such 

an important part of Sundays that, as Doris said, 'If I didn't go to church, I don't know ... how I 

would fill in Sundays'. Although she joked about it, this touched upon something that was 

important in the lives of some interviewees: the fact that they have time on their hands, 

especially if widowed and with children living at a distance. Church, then, can fill a gap in a 

meaningful way. 14 

Another study of older women in churches found that, 

[b]elonging to and being active in a congregation provided collective 
experiences that helped these older women overcome hardships, gave them a 
chance to sustain and form firiendships, and provided a vehicle through which 
they could contribute to their community (Neill and Kahn, 1999: 328). 

" The significance of church in their conversations is probably because I targeted churchgoing women 
and because I made it a focus of the interviews. 
14 However, this is not the reason the majority of women gave for why they attended church. This will be 
discussed further in Chapter 8. 
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Betty's church community supported her in just these ways. For these reasons, she saw her 

church as a good community for older women, in contrast to the larger non-church society. 
Dora, a member of a different church, confirmed this: 

We aren't valued by younger people [in society today] I don't think.... We're 
dismissed as we've had our life and that's it .... Luckily, it isn't so in the church 
as much. The attitude is different, I think. " 

Speaking of leadership roles, Jerrome also points out that 'the heavy presence of elderly women 
[in churches] gives an impression of power and influence not available to elderly women in 

society at large. But elderly women do not, in fact, achieve office in proportion to their number 
in the congregation' (1985: 63). However, Walter and Davie (1998) propose that it is not 

traditional forrns; of power that women seek in their churches. Citing Ozorak's research, 16 they 

report that, 

many women valued their churches for the social and emotional support which 
existed irrespective of the women's exclusion from formal power; for women 
more concerned with connection and relationship than with hierarchy and 
power (Gilligan, 1982), thefemalefellowship of the church empowered them 
even though the office-holding men monopoloized the glory (645; emphasis 
mine). 

This seems to support Jerrome's argument that 'participation in church-based activities provides 

the social status, solidarity and sense of personal significance not available to old people in the 

wider community' (1985: 64). She then poses this intriguing question: 'Can we say that religious 

institutions are attractive to older people because they are among the few age-mixed institutions 

in our society where age is not a handicap in the attaim-nent of high statusT (1985: 64; author's 

emphasis). 

The church, as it was represented and enacted in her residential home, was an important 

community for Hazel because of the support it provided for her faith: 

We have some really lovely speakers come. Give you something to bring back 

and think about.... [Which is] what you want, even when you're getting old. -It 
helps a lot 

... just if you've been a little bit (pauses) on the down side, shall I 

say, put it that way. Not feeling ill. But just a little bit on the down 

side.... You've got to think things. Because sometimes, if you don't watch out, 
your faith can dim a little bit. 

is Interestingly, Dora was one of a few interviewees who stated that they felt more "at home" In a family 

member's church (that of a sibling or child) than they did in their own church. This could be an instance 
of having an automatic connection to a congregation that an older woman lacks when she joins a nex%, 
church "cold". 
16 Ozorak, E W, 1996, 'The Power but not the Glory: how women empower themselves through 
religion', Journalfor the Scientific Study ofReligion, 35(l), 17-29. 
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Building up faith and supporting the work of the church are processes that older Nvomen 
contribute to as well as benefit from. One of the respondents in the study by Krause, Chatters, 
Meltzer, and Morgan stated that older parishioners can help to guide a younger pastor as he or 
she deals with certain problems for the first time. The authors note that 'elderly people can bnng 
many years of cumulative experience to bear on a problem' (2000: 527). As Gloria told me, 
'Older people have the experience that hopefully brings a bit of stability [to the congregation]'. 
Rebecca was relieved that younger members of her church felt the same way: 

We went into this ... [fellowship] group. And I thought, 'We're going to be 
years ahead of everybody else'. Really. And we didn't know the people in this 
group. And I sat next to a young lad; he'd only be in his 20s. Early 20s, I think. 
And at the end, we'd been talking about something, and he said, 'Isn't it lovely 
to have older people in the group! They can tell us such a lot'. (laughs) I 
could've hugged him! 

Where older people, especially older women, are recognised as being the "backbone" of a 
church, both parties benefit: 

You see, in the churches I've been [in], it's always been the elderly, the grey- 
haired people that have kept the churches going. They'll do the cooking, they'll 
help wash the dishes, they'll lay the tables. They'll do all these jobs.... It 'tis the 
older people that do all those things. And we all love doing it .... It gives us an 
incentive. It gives us something to look forward to. So it is helping us, you 
see.... It kept us alive. It kept us living. It kept us feeling that we were wanted, 
we were needed. (Winnie) 

Winnie added, though, that older people want to have their contributions acknowledged, 

especially by clergy. As we saw in Chapter 1, very often older people's (i. e. women's) 

contributions are taken for granted. 17 

For many of the Methodist interviewees, gone are the Bright Hours, Women's Fellowships, and 
luncheon clubs of years past. As numbers have declined through death and attrition due to 

illness or mobility problems, and as no younger women have come along to build up the ranks, 

these groups have disbanded, leaving the interviewees to seek Christian community in new 

ways. This is not always easy to do, as we can see now that we turn our attention to some 

problems older women have with their local church communities. 

17 There is another, deeper aspect to this involvement. In an American study where she interviewed older 
women about their work in the church, Brown found that the spiritual dimension of "feasts and 
festivities" (the sacramental and social activities of churches) was very important. The work by the 
women involved in such projects 'builds devotion and community among those who gather together, a 
devotion to a God who in turn sustains the community of believers' (1992: 260). This was not directly 
commented upon by my interviewees, but I do not think it would be wrong to infer it. 
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7.4.2 Problems with local churches 

As with people of any age, not being welcomed initially and not being known by members of 

the congregation (if one stays on) can make an older woman feel she is not a valued member of 

a church community. Although some newcomers to churches (such as Eunice, xvho retired to 

York from a city in the South) were quickly made welcome and given responsibilities, more 

common were painful experiences. Karen felt a reluctance to accept v., hat she had to offer: 

You've come into a new church ... as an older person, moved from somewhere 
else .... And then perhaps somebody will put you onto a committee .... And they 
say, 'Oh, but they're new to the church'. But you're not new to the church. 
You're new to THAT church, but you're not new to the CHURCH as a whole. 

This points up the possibilities of freshness of ideas and attitudes that older women nevN, comers 

can bring to a church, increasing opportunities for flourishing and avoiding stagnation. 

Another relative newcomer, Ruth had not completely adjusted to her new church in York. 

Despite being involved in a number of capacities, where a small number of people knew her and 

her contributions, Ruth felt that she was not generally accepted as a member of the congregatIon 

because she was frequently away, either visiting family or attending another local church with a 

friend. She asked in frustration, 'How much of yourself have you to give to really be accepted'? 

Even a long-time member ae Barbara could feel estranged at church: 

If you aren't going regularly you can still be treated almost like an outsider. 
And outsiders should be welcomed but they're not always. And I think it 

should be less of a sort of clique and club. I find even [my church], where I 

should be feeling at home, can feel an alien place, especially if you haven't 
been for a while. If you get yourself in a situation where you aren't familiar 

with what is happening that particular day because you haven't been there for a 
while, you can feel a total stranger .... You can feel vibes as much as to say that, 
'Oh well, if you'd been coming, you'd know all this. And you haven't been 

coming, so you don't. So why should we bother with you'? 

Because Barbara (and others) warned against maldng the church one's sole source of 

community, she was troubled by this attitude. Too much focus on one community-in this case, 

church-created a "cosy" atmosphere, which she perceived negatively as too much 

"insidemess". Clergy were often (though not always) praised for their efforts to make older 

female newcomers welcome. But as for ordinary members of congregations, many interviewees 

shared Hilda's reaction that they 'should have been doing their stuff-and they were not. 

Many churches take the view that if they are providing services specifically for older people, 

such as luncheon clubs, then they are meeting those people's needs. But, most of the 

interviewees spoke in terms of wanting to contribute to the church rather than receive from it. 

They wanted to be acknowledged and valued as (older) persons who participated in reciprocal 

relationships with theirfellow members. The question arises then, should churches segregate or 
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integrate age groups? Here again, we encounter the reluctance of some older people to be 
"lumped together" for the (often well-intentioned) convenience of the congregation: 

I would like to be considered as a person. Not particularly in a category as an 
"older person7'.... Particularly in the church, we are really all one in Christ 
Jesus, and there should be that unity. And there's danger if we split people up 
(pauses) into categories. (Rebecca) 

The "danger" Rebecca referred to was that younger people in the church would not have role 
models for how to "be older" if they were not part of mixed age groups at least occasionally. 
She pointed out the benefits to herself as an older person and to younger people when the age 
groups mingle. 

Jerrome suggests that '[t]he models of ageing held out to elderly people in the church' are 

unambiguous, and that '[t]he old person in the church enjoys the security of a highly integrated 

and purposeful existence' (1989: 156-157). 18 But is this idealised picture upheld everywhere? 
We saw in Chapter I that many churches ignore or even denigrate older persons in their desire 

to attract young people. And, are "highly integrated" older people merely assigned roles they do 

not wish to have? For example, in non-church communities, Jerrome found that '[t]he pressure 

upon [older people] to remain in office is backed up by an ethic of service to the community, the 

need for a purposeful existence, the importance of activity, doing rather than being (especially 

in old age), and other cultural values' (1989: 15 8). For these individuals, retirement is not an 

option. 

Ageing brings about its own problems with church community membership, such as shifts in 

importance. For interviewees who were affiliated to a church that was not physically located in 

their neighbourhood, issues of transportation and safety came into play. In Barbara's case, this 

meant that her neighbourhood had gradually taken on more importance than her church 

community, and it was her neighbourhood where she was able to undertake most of her 

Christian activities. Likewise, Winnie lived at some distance from her church. Her physical 

limitations made walking too difficult, especially in bad weather, and bus timetables were not 

always convenient. Thus, she depended on lifts from other members to get to services and to 

housegroups. Failing health could also cause a decline in attendance, as Hubbert found in her 

study (1991: 5 9). 

For many older women, ageing brings widowhood. We heard from Dollie that losing her partner 

made it emotionally difficult for her to participate in groups of women with husbands. The 

practical aspects, too, of dealing with solitariness, after having had a partner, could make some 

tasks loom large: 
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When I was first on my own, it physically was very difficult to go [to church at 
night]. To get in a car, which I'd never driven at night before by myself And 
go there and lock up a home and all the rest of it .... But I made myself do it on 
certain occasions. (Barbara) 

Finally, having their past contributions to a church community forgotten as other members died 

or moved away saddened some interviewees. As Barbara said, 'A lot of people don't know what 
you've done, do they, in the past? They find it very difficult to believe that you have done 

something like [help set up an outreach programme]'. 

One common thread throughout the interviews was a feeling that the world had changed 
dramatically in the women's lifetimes, especially with regard to morals and values, and that they 
looked to the church-not always successfully-to help them understand this. For instance, 

Nancy was opposed to mothers going out to worký while Elsie was unhappy with co-habitation 

and single mothers with children by multiple partners. Florence, in her 90s, said that the three 

worst problems to hit the church, particularly, in the 20'h century were 'motor cars, television, 

and Sunday shopping', sentiments echoed by several of the most senior interviewees. These 

women felt a 'sense of moral siege' (Jerrome, 1992: 156). Hope's attitude was one of resignation 
('But you can't turn the clock back, can you? You've got to go with whatever's happening 

now'), while Hilda felt strongly that older people had to change to meet society as it is today: 

The older person MUST, absolutely MUST, reallse that times have moved on. 
And things have changed.... And you really must throw some of these old ideas 
out the window. 

Some interviewees, such as Doris and Barbara, were making attempts to learn about what they 

might have condemned in the past-homosexuality, co-habitation, divorce-in order to 

understand young people, including members of their own families. Elsie, however, felt that the 

churches were lax or compromising their Christian teaching: 

It's supposed to be a Christian country. But I think a lot of Christian principles 
and whatnot are falling by the wayside. I don't think we've (pauses) we haven't 
got much backing from the church as a whole. 19 

Her sentiments expressed the view that older people have made enough adjustments to "the way 

things are today" and that is time for society to accommodate their principles, to see their values 

as a 'cultural resource' (Jerrome, 1992: 157) to be benefited from. Too often, they implied, it is 

society (and the churches) that expect older people to change, and in the wrong direction. 

" She contradicts this a bit, though, as we saw in Chapter 1. 
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7.5 Discussion 

Older women's experiences of being affiliated with a local church highlight the complexities of 
insider/outsider statuses. The seemingly obvious categories of "newcomer" and "long-time 

member" can mask complex and frustrating experiences. Nevertheless, there was a strong 
feeling among the interviewees that being affiliated with a local church, with a particular 
congregation of fellow Christians, was an important part of life. There were benefits to be 

gained, contributions to be made, and responsibilities to be lived up to-just as in any key 

community. Even as difficulties with physical ageing arose, the women strove to maintain their 

memberships. As Ramsey and Blieszner found in their study of older women and churches: 
Community for these women is more a world of meaning than a form of social 
activity .... [ýt is a many-faceted jewel, reflecting deep fhendships, both 
practical and religious assistance, love, safety, power for social action, strength 
through ritual and symbolism, and the place where a full range of human 
emotions is affirmed and accepted (2000: 58). 

In the case of the local church, there is the added belief (or at least hope) that this community 

will not reject people as they age. For the interviewees, when such rejection appeared to happen, 

frustration and sadness were the result. 

Returning to my operational definition that a community is a place: from the interviewees' 

comments community is a place in the sense that it can be identified. However, for these 

women, it went beyond this. For them, community primarily meant a group of people that they 

had something in common with and to which they felt an attachment beyond merely having 

their name on a membership list. It was a social place where something meaningful happened. 

Commitment to a community meant continuing to be involved, to be present, and to sacrifice 

other opportunities in life in order to keep it alive, functioning, and meaningful. This chapter has 

introduced key findings about older women's experiences of community. We will return to the 

issues raised here in Chapter 10, when the three key themes of community, connection, and 

caring are drawn together. 

One of my challenges with this project has been to understand "community" using definitions 

given by those who are members of communities. This is over against my own views as an 

outsider to the individual lives of the interviewees and to most of their communities. (Although 

there are a few communities that I am a part of and share with the interviewees, such as living in 

York and being a member of a particular church congregation, along with several of the 

women. ) I did not set myself up as either an observer or a participant observer of their 

communities. Instead, I asked direct questions to elicit descriptions of community from within. 

The answers given were not from people at a distance but from people "on the inside", or at 

19 These views were echoed by participants in the Sanger (1999) focus groups, as cited in NNraight 
(200 1 a: 115). 
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least on the margins, making their own observations. These were not people tDing to create 
abstract theories of belonging and outsiderness. They were women living the life of the 

communities of which they were a part, and influencing and being influenced in return. 

7.6 Summary 

All of the interviewees were able to identify at least one primary community and several 

secondary communities that they were part of. For them, a community was a place of meaning, 

and being a member was knowing one's location within that community. Being established- 

even for a short time-allowed a woman to contribute to the community and to extract benefits. 

However, a number of the women felt a disjuncture between their desired role and what they 

perceived it to be in reality. This was especially true for women who saw themselves as 

newcomers or as marginalised-and if tlýiis was the situation in her local church, then the 

experience was particularly painful. Exactly why it was painful was linked to the phenomenon 

of connection, which we will examine now. 
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Chapter 8-Connection: Coming together in relationship 

JE: When you came to York, were you h,, ing near [that church]? Is that how 
you happened to attend that church? 
Dolores: Well, of course ... my niece was there-and my sister.... They 
introduced me. And so, of course, I didn't have to worm my way through. 

8.1 Introduction 

If we are aiming to move towards creating a Christian feminist practical theology of older 
women, then understanding how older women experience the connections in their lives-and 

the meaning these have for them-is vital. As we will see, "being connected" is an essential part 
of living for older women, and when we know how to enhance connectedness for them, we can 

enrich their spiritual lives. In turn, churches and other communities can learn about how 

relationships might be improved across the age spectrum. In this chapter, we shall see that my 
data corroborates Hubbert's, which showed that '[t]he primary motivating force for these 

women was the network of relationships which shaped their lives and their world' (1991: 6). 

As we saw in the last chapter, communities are social places where people find meaning for 

their lives. Being able to make contributions to and to extract benefits from membership in a 

community is important. So, too, are the bonds that exist between community members. These 

bonds are, in my terminology, connections. My definition of connection, as stated at the end of 

Chapter 4, is that a "connection" is a relationship between two people or between a person and 

another entity. Having and maintaining these connections is important to older women. Yet, as 

we also saw, there are changes that can occur as a woman ages and particular concerns that an 

older woman has. These will be explored in this chapter, as we hear from the interviewees 

themselves. 

The data will reveal who and what the interviewees feel connected to and which are their most 

important connections. We shall learn how the women establish and maintain their connections, 

especially as they grow older, and the functions these connections serve. Significantly, the 

women will tell us how connection works when the relationship is with a challenging 

individual. We will discover how the women define old age, and learn whether they view 

themselves as old(er). Throughout, the local church will be a focus of these ideas and 

experiences. Finally, and very importantly, we shall see that a number of the interviewees think 

theologically about the meaning of connection in their lives, and raise points that resonate with 

the feminist theologians' ideas we reviewed in Chapter 4. 

8.2 Types of connections older women have 

What kinds of things are older women connected to? What purposes do those connections 

serve? How is connection performed and demonstrated? There were five general categories of 
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things the interviewees had connections with: people, places, God and the Christian faith, 

various other things, and their local churches. I will present each of these categories in turn, and 
then move on to discuss in detail how the interviewees identified the purposes the connections 
served and how they functioned. 

Connections with people were the most important for most of the interviewees. As Barbara said: 
My relationship to people is huge, and it's ... truly important to me. I think it's 
the most important thing, particularly with my family. 

Nearly all of the interviewees named family members as very important people, which is a 
logical outcome of "the family" being named as one of their most important communities. Dora, 
for example, was devoted to her husband, a feeling she said was mutual. Edith, Frederica, and 
Sarah had male companions that were very dear to them. Children, grandchildren, nieces, and 

nephews were also frequently mentioned. Friendships were another special kind of connection. 
Family members could be friends, as could neighbours and people at church. Friends from the 

past were particularly valued because of a shared history, both good times and bad, a finding 

also recognised by Jerrome (1981,1992) and Phillipson, et al. (200 1). 

The desired degree of closeness, even to family and fi7iends, varied, however. Janet enjoyed the 

company of others, but was highly independent. Like some (though not all) of the other women 

who had geographically distant family, she was content to maintain her connections with farriily 

via phone calls, letters, and occasional visits. June liked a balance of company and solitary time. 

Hope preferred to keep her relationships with her neighbours on a less demanding level: 

You get to know them, in just a light sort of way, not involved too much with 
any of them, really. But they're all there if you wanted them. They're all a good 
crowd, you know. 

Hope had struck the right level of connection and available reciprocity that suited her as a very 

active and independent woman in her late 70s. ' 

Several interviewees spoke of their strong continuing connections with deceased loved ones. 

Most often, this was a husband; but many of the women also mentioned parents, siblings, or, in 

two cases, a deceased child. Ways that the women continued to feel these connections were via 

memories; objects such as photographs, newspaper cuttings and letters; special music; values 

and teachings; and visiting places associated with those loved ones. However, not every woman 

had felt this sort of connection, either in the past or ongoing. For those who had, the connection 

had changed in form with the passing of the years. Phyllis addressed this in a thoughtful waý': 

' Sarah and Mary did not see their neighbours in a positive light, a finding of Phillipson, et al., too 
(2001: 94). Also, Phillipson, et al. found that some older people value 'complete independence from 
neighbours' (2001: 115). 1 found this, too, with Hope. 
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I think whenever you lose anyone, that person is still with you. Very, very 
much with you... immediately after they die. And it's only as time goes by that 
they're not so close to you.... When they die 

... you accept that you're not going 
to see them anymore. But it's just as though-they were still around you 
somehow. (pauses) 

... It takes time to suddenly accept that you're not going to 
talk to thern, that everything you touch or everything you think is still 
connected with that particular person ... (pauses) That's why the tears come so 
often because they're just there all the time, but you can't touch them. 

Many of the women I spoke with hoped to reunite with their loved ones in an afterlife, although 
they were unclear as to exactly whether and how this would happen. 2 Bennett (198 7) found 

these same sorts of beliefs and reported experiences of deceased loved ones among her sw-nple 

of informants (who were very similar demographically to the interviewees of this project). 

As for places the interviewees felt connected to, the place most talked about (after the local 

church, and because I specifically asked about it) was "home". Almost all of the women spoke 

of "home" with strong feelings. Hazel talked of the house she grew up in (and lived in almost all 

of her life), and how she had brought many objects from that house into her flat at the 

residential home and thus made her flat "home". For many, York was home, either because they 

had always lived there, or because after many years it had become the place where their friends 

were, or because they had chosen it as their retirement "base". June, a relatively recent resident, 
felt connected to past generations of York residents, to which she added her own story and 
became part of the fabric of the city: 

At night, that tower [indicating York Minster] is lit up, and I used to sit and 
look at it for ages. And I would think, 'All the thousands of years. -Those 
stones are full of other people's tears, other people's prayers, other people's 
sadnesses. So there's my bit, if you like'. 

Women who had lived in other parts of the country or the world occasionally spoke of these 

places as having particular attachments for them. Interestingly, no one mentioned a particular 

holiday spot or a special area of their neighbourhood as having significance. For instance, I was 

surprised that the women who spoke enthusiastically about nature did not mention a favounte 

view or retreat. 

Unsurprisingly, for these churchgoing women God and faith were important connections. Gloria 

went so far as to say that 'the Christian faith is all about relationships'. A majority of the women 

named their Christian faith, God, and their idea of "church" as important "intangible" 

connections. Millie, for example, worked hard daily to maintain and to strengthen those 

connections. She called her bible 'the most precious book I've got' and saw it not only as a 

2 See Eldred (2000) for a further discussion of the interviewees' conceptions of an afterlife. (A copy is 
bound into the back of this thesis. ) 
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source of connection to God and her faith today, but also a reminder of a lifetime of such 
connections: 

JE: You said that you meditate on the bible. So are there things that you read in 
the bible that cause you to sit back and think about that? 
Millie: Yes, and that's when me underlining [of passages] come. (pauses) And 
I write it down [in the margins] because when you get old you can't remember 
it. So I write it down, and ... I think, 'Now why did I put that'? And I read it. 

In this way, Millie could think about what was important to her in the past and then see what 
meanings these scriptural passages had for her today. Alfreda said that Methodism was 'bound 
into' her and her siblings at a very young age, due to its strong presence in their family 
background, and that throughout her life it had proved to be one of her strongest connections. A 
few of the interviewees mentioned their particular attachment to forms of Methodism that they 
had practised in their childhood (e. g. Primitive Methodism) and that they regretted some of the 

changes they had witnessed as these branches merged into the larger body of Methodism today. 

Mary's connection with God appeared to be the primary connection in her life, which she 

pointed to via faith, teachings, the gospel, and personal experiences. For Nancy (and several 

other interviewees), God was always present, particularly in difficult times: 

The more problems you have and the more things you have to face, the nearer it 
brings you to God .... I mean, I've needed him so many times in my life; I don't 
know what I'd do without him. 

Indeed, Hazel had had a personal sense of her connection with God at a family wedding, which 

she attended shortly after a bereavement: 

I just don't know really how to explain it, but a quiet peace came over me from 
top to bottom. And since then, I've been different. Now, when I say my prayers 
at night, I thank God because I felt sure that was a message from God 
strengthening me .... And I shall never forget that lovely feeling. Just as if .. God 
was right next to me, with his arms around me. 

Phyllis said that her connection with God, as with those with people, cannot be taken for granted 

but must be worked at from her side, that there is mutual accountability: 

If you have no contact [with God], it's like (pauses) a fan-ffly. If you have no 
contact with each other, you lose that sort of caring. And I think it's the same 
with God. If we let go, then we lose our sort of input really. You know, no one 
to hold on to. 

A few of the interviewees felt connections to both past and future generations of Christians. For 

example, Lillian had been a Sunday school teacher for more than fifty years and said, 'I think 

it's a big responsibility to be teaching small children ... Christianity .... I 
feel that's a big 

responsibility'. Fran felt this sort of connection both forwards to her grandchildren and also 
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backwards to her Christian forbears. Faith and fellowship were continuous threads in her fanuly, 

a 'goodly, Godly heritage' to be thankfid for and to pass on. And, as we saw in the last chapter, 
Ruth felt part of the one body of the worldwide church and of all believers of any faith. 

A handful of other types of connections were named. Eunice and Aleen were both strongly 
attached to their former fields of work, and actively kept up with developments. June had a 
strong, proprietorial sense of connection to the various volunteer groups she associated with. 
Her sentences were peppered with "we" and "our" as she told about the plans and activities of 

each group. A few interviewees named animals, wild flowers, the natural world, singing, and 

music as significant connections in their lives. However, when it came to life beyond Earth, 

Barbara said, 'I don't see myself in relation to the cosmos a'tall. No. My horizons are very 
limited. I've no conception of infinity a'tall'. 

Time was an abstract concept that also came up M conversation about connection. Some women 

felt connected to the past, via their memories. For example, Mavis had very strong connections 

to particular events in her life, many of which were during the war years, and these events were 
3 retold with panache. Likewise, Florence cherished her memories. But Barbara dispelled a 

common assumption that older women live solely in the past: 

They obviously have a greater past to fall back on, and they think of it more 
than younger people do. But it doesn't exclude thinking about the present and 
the future. 

Hilda concurred, as she, like most of the women, looked to the future: 

Time is valuable. It never comes back .... I think it's the best thing God's given 
us, really, isn't it? Apart from our health. 

Of course, the local church was named by nearly all interviewees as a significant connection. 

Where do an older woman's church connections come from? They gave numerous sources. 

Those from childhood days included parents; inspiring figures, leaders, and preachers; and 

youth activities when growing up (e. g. clubs, Sunday school). In later years, connections came 

via spouses; their own children, through their Sunday school memberships; and activities such 

as choir, committees, and outreach work. The women's parents may or may not have been 

churchgoers, but they themselves attended Sunday school (in some cases from the age of three), 

ran youth clubs, and served as church leaders (either in youth, adulthood, or both), both locally 

and nationally. In their older age, many of the women were still teaching Sunday school, 

stewarding, organising meetings, doing pastoral visiting, writing and editing church magazines, 

running bookstalls, and playing the piano and organ. 
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Ada and Florence had ties to their respective churches that reached back many decades-family, 
friendships, and experience were the root of their connections. In Rebecca's case, where her 
local church connection was established fairly recently, it was strong due to like-mindedness 

with her fellow churchgoers. Yet, connection could also be as simple as Nfa'vis's contribution to 
her church, where she had instigated the placement of potted plants in the sanctuary. This was 
her particular, permanent "touch", something she was quite pleased with. 

Dolores's story of past and present church connections was representative of those of several of 
the interviewees. Although having lived in York for many years now, Dolores still felt very 
attached to one of her former church "homes", one she and her husband had joined as retirees. 
She said that they had been able to establish themselves as older people in this new church in a 

new town because they took on several roles at the church and in the local church circuit. This 

former church "home" represented happy times, good friends, partnership with her husband, and 

responsibilities taken on and done well. 

As we saw at the opening of this chapter, Dolores's transition to her present church home was 

smoothed by the fact that both her niece and her sister were already members. Dolores was 
immediately honoured with a fond nickname, by which she was known to all ages in the 

congregation. Even so, her sense of belonging was mixed. If she missed a service or a meeting, 

or was not visited by someone from the congregation, then she felt detached from the 

happenings at her church. Her story illustrates how an older woman can feel on the margins of a 

church conununity when she does not know 'the lingo' (her words) and the inside stories and 

history of a place-even when the community's members are welcoming and full of goodwill. 

Also, it shows that the "currency" of social capital that she had accumulated in her former 

church-her 'lingo', her history, and her contributions-could not be spent in the new church. 

Dolores, like other older women in her situation, had had to develop new reserves and new 

forrns of social capital. 

8.2.1 What are the purposes of connections and how do connections "work"? 

There are different purposes connections serve, many of which confer benefits upon the older 

women involved. There are also different aspects to how connection is "performed" and 

demonstrated by older women. 

As we learned in Chapter 4, one key purpose of connection is to experience a feeling of 

belonging. Jerrome conunents on the purpose of certain "reinforcing-type" activities in the 

structured communities of older people's social clubs: 

3 Private corre,, Tondence, April 1999. 
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[R]ituals of greeting and parting and tea drinking 
... applauding, singing, and 

collective reminiscing, underline values and express important allegiances--to 
the age group, to the moral community ... to friends, and to members of one's 
personal network.... The recurrent themes and phrases, the prescribed 
responses, and modes of participation provide security, a sense of personal location in time, a link between the individual and the collective' (1989: 154). 

The activities and the links that result from them serve to create a sense of belonging for 

community members. 4 

As well as the good feelings and the security that came from belonging, the inteniewees gave a 
range of reasons for why they had formed and maintained their various connections. The most 
commonly named purposes of connection were to exchange caring and love; for the social 
contact, pleasure, and fun of being with other people; to continue to be involved in life and to be 

stimulated by new ideas; and for friendship, with its associated benefits of being known and 
having a unique identity. Most of these churchgoing women also named two other important 

purposes for their connections: to live God's plan for their lives and to do God's work, making 
the world a better (and, for some, a more Christian) place, and also to benefit from fellowship 

with other Christians in order to strengthen their faith and uphold their pi-inciples. 

The social side of connections was very evident in Hope's numerous activities, which included 
the U3A, sequence dancing, and bowls. Barbara got a mental "high" firom her social 

connections: 
I need contact with other people. I need to talk with other people of like mind. I 
like to think that I can touch another person's life for good. Again, it sounds so 
sanctimonious when you say it but, those contacts give me a buzz. And I need a 
buzz most days. 

She illustrated this with the example of a recent outing with a friend, where they had stopped to 

chat with another woman they had never met before: 

We only talked for no more than five minutes at the most. But we were 
enjoying the day and she was enjoying the day. And that enjoyment was 
infectious. And it passed like a triangle around the three of us. 

It was particularly important that connections with churches be maintained, because as a number 

of interviewees indicated (e. g. Millie, Veeve, Barbara), older Christian women are still growing 

in their faith, still discovering nuances of meaning and insights into God's actions-both in their 

own lives and in the bible. There was surpnse and delight in this discovery, and sometimes a 

desire to share such things with others. Here is a clear instance of where churches could 

encourage older women to contribute to and to build up the life of the church, by sharing these 

' We will return to "belonging" a bit fin-ther on in this chapter. 
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experiences and insights. Faith and church friends were not only a support in times of need, but 

also a means of sticIdng to one's principles: 
Certain of us need the support of the church to keep to [our] morals.... To keep 
those and to hang onto those principles. (Edith) 

Edith said that going to church also helped her learn to tolerate, accept, and understand people 

who were different from herself (This will be discussed further, below. ) Several inter, ý'iewees 
expressed that they enjoyed talking to younger people-often their own grandchildren but 

others as well. Contrary to the ageist stereotype, they did not wish only to talk with other older 

women but rather across the generations, in order to keep up-to-date and to understand the 

issues young people face today. 

Getting involved in whatever was happening in a community was one key to becoming and 

staying connected. For Lillian, changing churches in midlife had been a major event, but she 

offered two practical suggestions to smooth such transitions: 

It's a big thing after all those years ... to suddenly uproot. And you have all sorts 
of fears and 'Oh, dear, what if I don't settle in'? ... And a lot of your fears are 
groundless, you know. I think you've got to be prepared to be friendly to 
people, and they'll be friendly back, you know. And I was made most 
welcome .... [AlsoJ get your hands in the sink. Yes, that was a real bit of good 
advice that old lady told me [when I joined the church]. 

Here we can see useful advice for other newcomers: be friendly and "get your hands in the 

sirW'-Show a willingness to join in without waiting to be asked. Lillian implied that an older 

woman must be prepared to take the initiative when entering a new situation, something that 

Dollie suspected (see Chapter 7), but did not readily act upon. 

For some interviewees, being connected to communities through others was more obvious than 

the connections they had in their own right. Ella had been attending her church for many years, 

but felt she belonged more via her late husband and his roles: 

It was lovely to sit by him. He was a singer as well, and he [had] so many jobs 
in the church that I felt [belonging] through him.... And ... when I lost 1-drn, I 

suppose I was floundering a bit. 

Fay, who had been in a similar situation, felt 'spurred on' to continue her late husband Is level of 

involvement at church. 

Phyllis's words (below) show that people have a responsibility to maintain good relations with 

others. Like many of the interviewees, Phyllis said that one of her guiding principles was not to 

harm anyone. She spoke from personal experience of being deeply hurt by others' comments to 

her when she had a family difficulty: 

We don't know 
... how much we hurt other people. (cries) Sorry, I was trying to 

guard my feelings. When I was quite young, my father once said to me-I'd 
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said something, and I said 'I'm sorry'. He said, 'Don't be sorry. Just think 
before you speak. Because you can never take a thing back once you've said 
And I think I've tried to live by it. 

Karen added that honesty must be present for connection to work, and Veeve said that her 

guiding principle for human relationships was to 'never sacrifice fellowship to efficiency .... [and 

never take an attitude ofl "I must get this right, I don't care who goes to the wall"'. Barbara 

worked to develop connections for herself and for others. As we saw above, she viewed 
connections as being very important and felt that she had improved her relationship skills with 
age: 

When we get older, it becomes easier [to get along]... partly because you've 
had years and years of experience at it, and partly because we make allowances 
for each other and we're not afraid that if somebody says something that you 
don't agree with, you'll fall out with them. Because we know it's a discussion, 
it's not an argument. And there's a great difference between the two. 

Yet, even when they recognised the skills needed and the possible positive outcomes , the 

women granted that it was not always easy to show concern for and interest in one and all 

equally: 
I like being firiendly with people but I don't like being friendly to people I don't 
like. (Barbara) 

Several of the interviewees talked about how they worked to get along with and understand 

people who challenged them, either by their behaviour or by their ideas and ways of living. 

They did this through staying connected and showing tolerance, understanding, acceptance, and 
Christian love-and they felt they gained as a result: 

The more you do get involved with somebody with whom you disagree, you 
can begin to understand their point of view a bit better. (Doris) 

Wherever you go, you're not going to agree 100 per cent with everybody, you 
know.... I think sometimes I'm perhaps too laid back. And somebody else who 
feels real strongly about something, well that's important because probably 
they're stimulating my mind to think, 'Well, really, I should be more concerned 
about that'. (Lillian) 

[Other people) have to live their life as they see it. And even if you don't agree 
with it, you've got to keep friends with them. You haven't to give them up just 
because of [a disagreement over the appropriateness of divorce and 
remarriage]. (Verity) 

If other people want to do things they want to do, I wouldn't condemn them. If 
it wasn't the same as I wanted to do. I wouldn't stop ... 

loving them or 
befriending them or (pauses) helping them or supporting them or whatever. 
(Edith) 

This ability to stay connected, said Edith, had come with the years: 
I think that's one good thing as I've grown older. I have become more tolerant. 
Of others' views, in outlook on life, what people get up to, what they do, and 
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things like that. -Yes, my view of life has kind of broadened, rather 
than-narrowed. Whether it's the things you see on television, or whether it's 
the things you hear about, [or] the things you come into contact with [yourself 
that causes it]. 

The message from these women was that maintaining a connection requires comniitment and 
communication, that a connection is not something you end when it starts to become 

uncomfortable. Here is another way that church communities could leam from the example and 
wisdom of older women. 

Getting along with people can sometimes be a major challenge, and the interviewees were, 
largely, willing to do the work: 

I pray so hard that I don't think wrong things about people .... I want to see the 
goodness in them. And sometimes it's very hard and difficult, but you do .... I think you (pauses) have patience and tolerance (pauses) and (pauses) not get 
angry. And ... you must forgive. Forgetting's a little harder. Especially if you've 
been really hurt 

... It takes longer (pauses) But forgiving I find very easy. If I 
didn't I couldn't go on. (Winnie) 

The basis for this deep commitment to maintaining connections with people appeared (for a few 

of the interviewees) to have much to do with the women's understanding of their relationship 

with God. God was at work in human relationships, either as the source of them or as 

responding to human behaviour in them. We see this in their discussion of how good outcomes 

could arise from broken or strained connections. Veeve, whose thinking on the subject went to a 
deeper level than Winnie's, said that relations could be mended and restored by confessing our 

sins to each other. Forgiveness, she said, comes not only from God but also from each other, 

and both are necessary for living in community: 
I need to sort things out. I need in a way-I suppose to put it religiously-I 
need to make my confession to the other person concerned as well as to God. I 
don't believe that I can sort it out just by confessing to God and asking for 
forgiveness. If I've offended somebody else, I must make my confession to 
them. And try to sort things out with them. 

Later on, she added: 
[Tbere's] a bit of the divine in everybody. If you feel separated from your 
fellow human beings, you can't help but be separated from God. And if you're 
separated, if you feel separated from God, I think that as a Christian ... I would 
automatically feel separated from human beings because the two go together: 
love God and love your fellow human beings. And if you're not on good terms 
with God, how can you be on good terms with your fellow human beings? 

Barbara commented on this in the context of sin (prompted when I asked her to tell me what she 

thought "sin" was): 
I would think of sin as first of all with other people, but resulting in that it 
displeases God. Because you are meant to treat other people how God would 
treat them. And so it's a triangle, isn't it? If you do something that hurts your 
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next door neighbour, you have hurt your relationship with God. Because he 
wants you to be good with your neighbour. 

For Veeve and Barbara, an understanding of Christian teachings and of one's own relationship 

with God served as a model for human connections. Although this does not go as far as S61le, 

Heyward, and some of the other feminist theologians we met in Chapter 4, there are links to the 

concept of God-in-relation as expressed by those theologians. 

Referring back to my definition of connection, that it is a relationship, is this definition 

supported by the data? Yes, for these older women connections are relationships. Older women 

are related to the other members of their communities by various sorts of bonds, and those 

bonds tend to have more than the superficial quality of "membership" that we saw with 

community. In fact, connections take on an emotional quality, and this is what, in my view, 

raises them to the level of relationships. If community is a place where something meaningful 

happens, then this is because the connections within communities have meaning. 

We have seen what types of connections the interviewees had and the purposes they served, and 

learned a bit about how they were established and maintained. We have also seen how a few of 

the women gained understandings about God and connection one from the other. Now we will 

explore the benefits of connection in more detail. 

8.3 Benefits of connection for older women 

As discussed in Chapter 4, the benefits that can accrue from connection are identity, autonomy, 

belonging, fiiendship, fellowship, and assistance. We will see now that the data support these 

ideas, and that older women do indeed receive these benefits from their connections. 

i. Identijy and autonolpy 
For Griffiths (1995), the processes of loving some and resisting other communities (and their 

attendant identities) are part of how one's self-identity is created. 5 Griffiths compares the 

individual self to a web, one woven from different threads of identity which originate from 

memberships in both given and chosen communities (91). 6 The web of self-identity also 

contains threads made up of the connections a woman has with individual members of her 

communities. For example, a significant part of the identity of many of the women I spoke with 

was their role as "mother", an identity based on connections with one or more children in the 

family community. 

51 would add that these processes also determine a group's identity, as the group interacts ýNith a diversity 

of individuals. 
' Compare this to Gilligan (1982), who talks about women being in webs of relationships. Taken together. 
Griffiths and Gilligan demonstrate that there are both internal and external complexities and connections 
in a woman's life. 
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Sometimes one role in a community eclipses all others, and a woman may seek to re-position 
her self-identity, as Alfreda did in her church: 

I think that becoming a local preacher is "A" [emphasised] landmark. Because I 
was no longer known only as the minister's wife. I was a person in my own 
right. And I can't explain how much difference that made. But it did you see. 

Another interviewee, one who had retired from a career as a missionary, said that that identity 
had created a barrier between herself and her fellow churchgoers upon her return from o-verseas. 

a barrier that took a number of years to wear down: 

They regarded ME as somebody different 
.... They regarded me as being an 

authority, and in that sense I didn't properly belong. But all that has worn off 
quite a bit now .... I'm quite sure I belong now. I really do belong. 

It was clear from talking to the women that the mix of given and chosen communities in their 
lives both created a sense of who they were by chance (e. g. Alfreda's being born into a 
Methodist family) and of who they wished to be by choice (e. g. Hazel's wish to be known as a 

relaxed hostess). They were continuing to weave threads of connection to fashion their self- 
identities, whether as busy social organisers (Barbara, Tess) or as resourceful, independent 

women (Janet, Hope). 

For most of the women I spoke with, being connected to other people did not prevent them from 

being separate and autonomous individuals. Rather, it did the opposite, as Hoagland says: 'I 

argue that my ethical self emerges from pursuing my own integrity and goals as well as relating 

to others; it comes from my perceiving myself as one among many' (1991: 256; emphasis mine). 

For example, choosing to adhere to her primary principle of honesty both sprang from Karen's 

concern for proper connections with other people and also enhanced her ability to connect with 

both her church and non-church communities. Fischer extends this idea by observing that 

'recognition of dependence, even deep and extensive dependence on another, need not mean 

loss of personal originality, autonomy, and influence' (1998: 70). Dollie, who values having 

people in her life (see Chapter 7) also remarks that 

[Older women] want to do [things] when and where their ideas come from, 

rather than somebody else telling them. 

Being able to make one's own choices is a hallmark of autonomy. The older women I 

interviewed had no problems reconciling their individual identities with their understanding of 

themselves as connected persons. On the contrary, it was those connections that helped them 

clarify who they were and who they might be, thus supporting Gilligan's thesis that women 

know who they are, as differentiated individuals, by being in relationship with others. 



162 

ii. Belonpiniz 

Belonging was a key benefit of connection for many interviewees, and they had many ideas of 
what it meant to them. Feeling "at home" (Lillian); being recognised as an individual A- Ith a 
name (Dollie); and being cared about (Veeve) were all passive ways of experiencing belonging. 
A woman could also foster her own sense of belonging by being committed and involved with 
her community. This was true of Rebecca and Elsie. Each woman had invested many years in 

service to her church and felt a deep sense of belonging as a result. ' Being active was what they 
pointed to as why they "belonged" to their particular church or to the larger Christian church. ' 

However, Mary hinted that one's sense of belonging in the church could change with age. 
Whereas in the past, being active, having well defined roles, and knowing what values the 

church stood for all signalled "belonging" to her, now things were less clear: 

JE: Does belonging have the same meaning for you now that it did years ago, 
in years past? 
Mary: Oh, yes. And more so. And more so.... You can't live in isolation. 
You've got to belong. That's part of your Christian faith. You have to belong. 
You can't live out a Christian life as a sole unit. It just doesn't work that way. 
You've got to belong. Even though it may become more difficult as time goes 
by, and you find you don't belong in the church (laughs).... l mean for me, well 
without any church connection, it would be like spring without flowers. 
(laughs) 

Mary's somewhat contradictory remark seems to indicate that belonging was important to her, 

but that she was less sure, with age, of her place in the church. Belonging, then, may not be a 

once-and-for-all-time benefit. How an older woman experiences belonging can change, and that 

may have something to do with external events and processes or with her own internal growth 

and changes. 

Brown observes that sometimes separation is necessary and a good thing to have happen, in 

order for new connections to form (1992: 243). Thus, "not belonging" can pave the way for 

"belonging" elsewhere. 

7 However, belonging may have little to do with time put in. It may be gauged by others by the value you 
contribute to a community or the trust they can place in you: 'It was not the length of stay but whether or 
not I was "integrated. " There was a difference in members' eyes between being a member and being fully 
accepted' (Reinharz, 1997: 17). It would not be possible to belong without being accepted by others 
already in the community in question. 
8 Florence expressed particular concern that the organisational, practical activities her generation was 
used to doing at church be valued equally with the individualised, meditative, and devotional practices 
receiving so much attention from clergy today. (Private conversation). This would indicate that the church 
may have a hard time selling the worth of "being" to some older women! 
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iii. Friendship, fellowship, and assistance 
As the interviewees expressed it, fellowship was a particular kind of connection betv, -een 
Christians. The word was mentioned frequently, and, as Jerrome notes (Chapter 4), had a quality 
that distinguished it from friendship. Fellowship implies a foregrounding of the Christian faith, 

perhaps as a reason for the gathering of a community or perhaps as an outcome of it. It was 
something that Alfreda found in her denomination: 

If you were to ask me what one thing I valued most within Methodism, I would 
say it's fellowship. 

Fellowship does not only happen at church or in church-related groups, however. Veeve 
discovered it in her lip-reading classes, where there was a level of connection that went beyond 

ftiendship. Although the other members of the class may or may not have been Christian, Veeve 

recognised their bonds as fellowship. 

A final key benefit of connection named by virtually all of the interviewees was assistance when 

needed. Tess said of her husband's death some years ago: 
It was an awful shock. And it did take time to get over it. But, without the 
church and without the Lord Jesus Christ, and my friends and family, I don't 
know how I would have coped. 

Here, Tess named four important connections in her life, all of which provided assistance at a 

crucial time. The next chapter will discuss assistance, in the form of caring, in detail. I have 

introduced it here to signal that it was a benefit almost universally acknowledged as coming 

from connections. 

8.4 Maintaining connections as a woman ages 
As we learned in the previous chapter, transportation and mobility were issues for older women 

with respect to ongoing membership in communities. From the data, it appears that women who 

shared a home with a driver (e. g. spouse or child) or who were themselves drivers found it 

easier to stay connected than did those who depended on public transport or lifts from others. 

But, psychological as well as practical issues must also come into play when maintaining 

connections. There must be a mutual sense that older women should continue to be involved in 

order for their connections to communities to thrive; one-sided commitment will not hold 

connections in force forever. In their study, Ramsey and Blieszner found that older women's 

lives in community 'might better be described as interdependent because they give and take in 

an atmosphere of mutual support and acceptance' (2000: 55; emphasis mine). As long as the 

other party (i. e. non-older-woman) to a connection benefits in some way, or recognises her/their 

dependence on the connection, then interdependence with an older woman can operate. 
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Something unexpected for me was the way many of the interviewees extended their own strong 
connections outwards to me. For example, Fay spent a large portion of our interview showing 
me old photos of her family and of people at church. This was obviously very important to her, 
as it gave her a chance to share images as well as thoughts about her late husband and about 
other important people in her life, several of whom were also deceased. This actiNity was a way 
for Fay to bring me into the picture of her important connections. These two communities- 
family and local church-were the most significant in her life, and her sharing extended the 
relationships to include me. A number of the interviewees who were happy with their churches 
invited me to attend services or special events at those churches, and I took up many of those 
invitations. They wanted me to witness or receive various things: Christian teaching, good 
music, fellowship, caring, warmth of welcome, food, or more material for my research project. I 
think that they might also have wanted to show me off to the rest of their community as a new 
ftiend, a younger friend, someone who had taken a particular interest in them and whom they 
had helped. 9 

Extending a web of connections can have its negative consequences, however: 

Sometimes it can be almost overpowering because you can't get anything else 
done for it. But it's mostly to my advantage that I have this great crowd of 
people that I'm with. And it's a crowd that's ever increasing. (Barbara) 

Despite the work involved in running her communities and in developing and maintaining 

connections to people, Barbara felt that the advantages she gained (e. g. her "buzz") outweighed 

any disadvantages. 

The ultimate endpoint of extending connections to include others is to include all others in the 

world. Although this was not a goal mentioned by any of the interviewees (except Gloria, an 

evangelical Christian), the evidence I saw of older women working to create connections and to 

extend feelers to new persons provides a supporting argument for the Christian feminist 

viewpoint on the interconnectedness of creation. 

8.4.1 Older women and problems with connection 
As a woman ages, certain difficulties with maintaining connections may arise. Problems with 

mobility and transportation (already mentioned) and with hearing and eyesight limit which 

activities, if any, an older woman can participate in. For example, Kate, despite her keen interest 

in her church's governance, was prevented Erom participating in the church council by her 

severe hearing loss, which made following conversation in groups impossible. The general 

slowing down that accompanies older age for many women can mean that the physical demands 

9 This phenomenon was suggested to me on other occasions when I visited with older women who were 
not interviewees. 
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of certain tasks, such as setting up and serving meals or constructing major flower arrangements 
can be too taxing for some older women. 

Older women who are still mobile, but who have certain physical disabilities, may find it 
difficult to attend small group meetings in private homes (Chester and Sn-ýth, 1996: 38). Lack of 
hearing-loop systems and of wheelchair-accessible toilets are just two such problems. Hosting 

an event in one's home also becomes out of the question, unless others are willing to make the 
tea and move the furniture (Chester and Smith, 1996: 39). The completely housebound face 

isolation on several levels. Alfreda said that the intellectual isolation that accompanied her 
housebound state was as bad as the physical isolation because she had little stimulus of 

conversation. 

Finally, many older women impose a fonn of social isolation on themselves due to safety 

concerns. Unfortunately, these concerns may have as much to do with being female and living 

in the 21" century as they do with being older-although they may certainly be heightened by 

age. Vulnerability, or at least a 'sense of vulnerability' (Peace, 1993: 142)--whether because of 
frailty, older appearance, or increased crime rates-is a major issue with many older women. As 

Millie said: 
I attend meetings when I can. But I can only go when I get a lift nowadays, you 
see. 'Cause you daren't go out at rýight. 

Dependence on others was a concern for some of the interviewees. Although being dependent 

upon someone-knowing that there is someone who will be available to help you-is often 

desirable and makes one feel good, for some older women it was a word with only negative 

connotations. It was desirable only when they expected to need help rarely. When help on a 

regular and increasing basis is a necessity, then dependency becomes undesirable: 

Old women like to be independent as much as possible. They resent being 
cared for until they absolutely have to, I think, in general. (Doris) 

There are a lot of older people ... who if [other] people started overwhelming 
them with care would think, you know, this is getting a little bit much. (Edith) 

As discussed in Chapter 1, the disengagement theory of ageing has long been discredited. What 

seems to be disengagement to an outsider may well be something else in the eyes of the older 

woman involved. Florence, for example, felt that there was an appropriate time to step back 

from her involvement in day-to-day tasks at her church: 
'[O]ne morning I awakened and the voice inside said retire!... 1 retired.... As the 
days go by it is easier to accept the situation but the first waves of shock and 
frustration were hard to bear. There was a feeling of isolation in the early days 
when I would have liked to be involved again but I realise that this would cause 
me more problems and it is better to stay on the fringe, supporting in anyway 
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[sic] in which I feel able.... [I]t has been a wonderful blessing that only last year 
a casual comment led to a change in the services'. 'O 

Rather than disengage from her church, Florence made a conscious decision to hand over the 
reins to a younger generation, while continuing to be involved in other ways. This observation is 
supported by the research of Ainlay, Singleton, and Swigert, who noted that a decrease in 

organised church participation among older people is not indicative of a desire to withdraw fi7om 

the life of the church as a whole (1992: 184). 

A changing world can cause connections to weaken or be called into question. What several 
interviewees saw as the decline in moral standards in today's society made them question how 

they could cope with or understand these changes, and also caused them to question what the 

church can and should do in response. Social change may also cause an older woman to wonder 
if she truly belongs to the modem world. This is not a desire to disengage, but a questioning of 

one's place and value in present circumstances. 

As friends and family die, an older woman can feel that fewer and fewer people are left who 
know her history, who know her 'inside out' (Dollie). As Jerrome noted, '[m]eetings with [old 

friends] ... are marked by a comfortable absence of preliminaries' (1981: 190). Kate agreed, 

saying that she tried (and often succeeded) to make new friends, but that it was a challenge to do 

so: 
It is harder to make new friends. You see, you haven't got the background and 
the time, have you, for new friends? You have to start now. And people's lives 
are sort of fixed to a certain extent with things. And then you have to go to all 
sorts of things and join in to do this. And this is difficult for me. So from that 
point of view, that is quite difficult. 

If physical decline is part of the picture, then forrriing new connections becomes an even greater 

chaflenge. 

Death breaks connections in many ways. The death of a close fiiend particularly grieved Dollie, 

and she had not yet found a new 'special friend' to fill the gap. Death can also break the 

connection one has with a sense of self- 
[My husband and fl just were as one .... I still haven't felt really complete 
(laughs) since he died. Because we were so together, you know. (Gloria) 

Also, as we learned earlier, surviving the loss of a spouse-another person with intimate 

knowledge of oneself-in our society that values coupledom can be difficult for a woman 

(Phillipson, et al., 2001). This was another factor in DoUie's situation. 

10 Written statement, October 1998. 
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And, not only human death breaks connections. Ella had had an additional bond with her 

neighbourhood through daily dog walking. When her pet died, she didn't get out as much and 
thus was out of touch with people she used to see and talk with regularly. 

8.4.2 Identity and old(er) age 
In Chapter 4, we learned that one of the greatest challenges women face as they age is a struggle 

with the label "old". Social stigmatisation and seeing ageism at work in our society causes 

women to resist seeing themselves (or being seen by others) as "old". Tl-ýs was o,, -erwhelniingly 
true of the interviewees. 

Hurd's study (1999) of members of a seniors' centre in Canada showed that older women strove 

to identify themselves as being among the general community of the "not old", and that the age 

aspect of their identities was fon-ned by focusing on what they were not (i. e., "not old") rather 

than positively on what they were (perhaps "ageful"? ). This was because they had no positive 

associations with the category "old". If illness or frailty forces a woman to have less or no 

contact with a particular meaningful community, then she is very likely to begin to see herself 

as old (Hurd, 1999: 431). 

This resistance was also evident among my interviewees. They were not being disingenuous in 

denying the "obvious" (to me) fact of their old age. Instead, they were saying that society's, and 

their own, definition of "old" was something other than what they were. To these women, old 

age meant physical decay and needing to be cared for (Barbara, Ruth), poor health and loss of 

mobility (Edith, Hope), or at best, slowing down (Nancy, Aleen). One of the signs of old age (in 

others) was a lack of interest in things (Dollie), having nothing to look forward to (Verity), and 

in general a poor attitude to life (Phyllis, Lillian, and many others). They saw older persons as 

being stuck in a rut (Hilda) and not wanting to let go of old habits (Dollie, Hope). Such people 

were either no longer prepared to change with the world and disparaged it (Lillian, Karen) or 

else felt they could no longer keep up and that they were powerless to control or manage the 

changes (Ruth). There was a belief that people became old when they lost their confidence 

(Nancy) or, worse still, gave in to physical and social problems and started saying 'I can't do 

this anymore' (Tess, Karen). Old age was something to be struggled against. 

Overwhelmingly, the interviewees said that "old" was something they were not (only Veeve 

willingly accepted the term for herselo, and offered various reasons why: people today live 

longer so old age comes later (this view was common among the "young-old" interviewees): 

they were active and didn't need help; they looked forward to events in their lives; and they 

generally felt "young". The women also discussed how they were "keeping young". For 

example, Edith led a full and busy life; Hilda organised her time productively and continued to 
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learn new things; Karen was willing to change her views and habits; Betty kept in touch N-6th 
the world around her; and Verity maintained a positive outlook. Dollie spoke for many of the 
women when she said, 'I like to think young, dress young, be with young people, and keep up to 
date'. They did not deny their fiustration with physical decline, but they continued to push 
through such obstacles in order to enjoy life and, importantly, to signal to others that they were 
not to be sidelined. 

Sensing continuity of her identity-knowing herself as the same person despite various 
changes-was an important help to Phyllis's managing age-related changes: 

We accept our age (pauses) and the limitations that come with it. But so long as 
we have our health (pauses) we just carry on .... We never feel any different. We 
feel physically different, we look physically different. But mentally (pauses) 
memory-wise, we're a little slower. But otherwise we feel just the same 
(pauses) as we did years ago..,.. I never think of myself as an old person 
(pauses). But I know that I am. 

Yet other people may not always recognise an older woman's uniqueness. In the last chapter, 
Sarah noted her fi-ustration with being thrown in with groups of all-older persons and being 

expected to enjoy the same things. Mary, too, disliked being seen as "just another old lady": 

You've been individual all your life and you continue to be so, as you get older. 
You don't just fall into (laughs) a group all playing bingo or whatever it is, you 
know .... They don't give you credit for having your own level of 
intelligence .... They rule that out. 

As Zappone says, 'all human beings have individual identities and should be free to become 

themselves. Interdependent living requires that women and men have a strong sense of self in 

their relationships with others' (1991: 25 -26). This is challenging enough for younger persons; 
Mary's statement shows that it may be even harder for older people. 

Dollie pointed out that other people should deal with older women with 'respect and 

understanding, a certain amount of sympathy, and a great deal of patience': 

And I think understanding is one of the things that we should have for the older 
lady, who perhaps has come through a great deal. ... Because what you are as an 
old person isn't always the person you were .... And we maybe look at a person 
and judge them on how they are in their old age and never realise... they were 
young women, beautiful women. Maybe contributing in many ways to their 
community, their church, their country. 

The life experiences older women have had put them in an excellent position to impart their 

knowledge. (We discussed this in Chapter 4 as having the roles of teacher and grandmother. ) 

This wealth of experience, often described as wisdom (as discussed in Chapter 7), was 

something most of the interviewees believed older women possessed and wanted to see shared. 

Older women, they said, could reassure others during difficult times because they could 'take a 

long view' of events (Doris). They could 'support and encourage' younger people as theý- 
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assumed tasks and roles previously undertaken by the older women (Phyllis). 'Mey could 'set an 
example' (Mary). Importantly, sharing experience was viewed as one means of helping others, 
which was an appropriate way of being involved in people's lives. Veeve did, however, sound a 
cautionary note: 

You have to be terribly careful. I would say, share your experience with 
wisdom. Because it's so easy to share your experience in a way that condemns 
everything that isn't within your experience. 

Perhaps it is exposure to such negative uses of "wisdom" by some older people that makes some 
younger people reluctant to seek out other older people's experience: 

Older people have a lot to offer. They have a lot to give. They've got a lot of 
experiences in life. And it is worth something. It's worth a lot. But it isn't 
always recognised. (Mary) 

Not being known-lacking a distinct identity within the groups and conimunities they were a 

part of-was a problem for many of the interviewees. Frequently, the women commented on 
this phenomenon going hand-in-hand with being a newcomer or with being marginalised by 

cliques within the communities. Breaking into established cominunities within York was 

experienced as hard work by several interviewees. Sarah attempted to integrate into various 
local church and non-church groups, all without success because the groups, in her view, did not 

actively seek to incorporate her, resulting in her sense of rejection and her decision to move 
house to be near people who did know her: 

I've found it very, very difficult to get a foothold and become known for 
(pauses) who I am and what I can give them .... And I'm still battling my way in 
[to York). 

For Dollie, retirement brought about the loss of regular contact with former work friends. She 

missed them 'because they're somebody from my past, who knew me, knew my family, and 

knew me inside out. And you do feel 
... [that] although you've always [got] firiends and 

acquaintances, there's nobody [now] that really knows you'. " 

8.5 Local churches, connection, and older women 
From the interviews, there is considerable evidence for the existence of both positive and 

beneficial as well as negative and harmful connections between older women and their local 

churches. We have already heard examples of both as we analysed other issues in this chapter. I 

want to examine the local church in more depth here, as we look at particular positive and 

negative consequences of older women's connections. A sense of belonging is one of the most 

important benefits a connection can offer an older woman. The reverse side of belonging is a 

sense of alienation, of not being wanted-and the local church is the site of each experience. 
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8.5.1 Belonging, identity, and self worth 
We have seen that belonging and fellowship are very important to older churchgoers. These 

experiences were an 'essential' part of Nfillie's life: 

I think you help one another .... I think you need other people .... I think you 
need fellowship. 

One way to experience belonging at church, as Dollie noted earlier, is to know people-and be 
known. Another way is to be the church historian. Ada had been a member of her congregation 
for more than 60 years: 

If they want to know anything [about the church] they come to me 
(laughs).... And I mean, you can go back so many years, you know. You know 
people nobody else does, nowadays. 

The reasons given for attendance will shed light on why the local church is so important a 

connection for older women. 

The fellowship they found, and a strong sense of belonging, were reasons many of the 

interviewees attended church. Friendship and social interaction were also found at church and 

could be very important, too, but fellowship was a common chord struck by the interviewees. 

The church family as a source of support and practical help was also mentioned (Betty). And, 

the church could be a base for social and pastoral outreach to others (Muriel, Karen). For the 

interviewees who identified themselves as evangelical (both Methodist and Anglican), the 

church was important as a source of ongoing teaching, for reinforcing their faith and beliefs, and 
for gathering with other like-minded Christians. In fact, some of these women travelled some 
distance across York to attend their particular churches. 

Contrary to Neuberger's suggestion, 12 church attendance among the interviewees was not 

necessarily or primarily for social reasons. Nancy, for example, did not want the social 

pleasures of church attendance to intrude on her time of worship on Sunday morning. For Kate, 

a high-church Anglo-Catholic, finding a church home where the mass was respected was very 

important. Overall, I got a mixed reaction when I presented the interviewees with the 

assumption that older women attend church primarily for social reasons. Some women felt that 

this was absolutely true, some partially true, and some disputed the idea. What Neuberger 

dismisses as only social contact had a deeper meaning for Phyllis: 

I think the time we spend together talking to others is as important you see as 
anything else. Because that's the time when you really get to know people. It's 
not much good just going into a church and sitting through a service and 
walking out again without having a word with someone .... I 

don't mean once 

See Jerrome (1981: 190; 1992: x1i). 12 See Chapter 3. 
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the service is going. A service needs to be a service. But I think the time that 
you can spend with people before and after is very, very important 

.... People 
will tell you not only about themselves, but maybe about their family. And if 
they have problems. Then it becomes an ongoing thing. Maybe they need a lift 
sometimes, to go and visit some people in their family. And if they're not very 
mobile ... it's the only way they can find out. Because many people are 
extremely proud. And will not ask for help. And it's only by hstemng to what 
they say that if you get the opportunity to offer any help, where otherwise you 
wouldn't know.... When you go to church ... you're aware of the need of other 
people. And it's one place where you find or hear of the need and can act on it. 

Social contact, especially taUdng and listening, can be a means of (1) getting to know people as 
individuals, and (2) finding out their needs-practical, emotional, and spiritual. This then allows 

older women the chance to enhance another's sense of identity and belonging and provide (or 

find a source for provision of) suitable support. As Phyllis says, you might never know about a 

person's needs if you do not go to church and "socialise". 

8.5.2 Negative experiences at church 
As we saw in the last chapter, being a newcomer to a church community can have its problems. 
If there are difficulties, it may be due to more than just a case of "insider/outsider" statuses. A 

less-active older woman may have problems re-establishing her previous church identity when 
her new fellow congregants do not know her past but instead see only a woman who is 

minimally active-or even "old"--today. Even when a woman is a long-time member, ageing 

can be a problem. When circumstances such as changes to mobility cause an older woman's 

attendance at church to decline or cease, she feels left out, perhaps superfluous-as though the 

church can go on functioning without her. Yet she, on the other hand, cannot go on functiorung 

(at least in a religious or spiritual way) without it. She needs to continue to engage with her 

church, to stay connected, in some form-whether through visits, phone calls, and letters from 

members-in order to feel she still belongs to this particular community and to continue to feel 

her Christianity. This need is taken for granted by and satisfied for those church members who 

can regularly attend, but is keenly felt in its absence by housebound or institutionalised older 

women. This is what happened to Dolores, who lived in a nursing home and was dependent 

upon others for lifts to and for news of her church: 

Of course they've been doing this [major event at church] .... I 
don't know very 

much about it, actually. You see, if you don't go to the meeting, or you don't 
meet people, you don't know. 

Whatever the purpose of their connections to their churches-fellowship, teaching, family, 

fiiendship-the interviewees who were currently fit and mobile worried about losing those 

'benefits' if they had to leave their churches sometime in the future (perhaps due to physical 

changes, moving to be near family elsewhere in the country, or giving up driving) - Rebecca had 

this concern: 
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I would feel that if we couldn't get [to our church], then we should have to go 
locally. -You see ... I have sometimes thought, well, should we-it seems a bit 
off to say to the local church, 'Well, we can't go to [names church]. We've 
given years of service and giving there. Now that we can't go there, we'll come 
to you. [Now] that we need looking after', sort of thing (laughs). I have 
wondered really whether we should start going somewhere (pauses) ... before it 
comes to that. But we are loath to make the break. 

This worry seems valid, based on the experiences of the interviewees who made that break and 
have not been entirely satisfied with their new church homes. 

The women who attended churches located in their neighbourhoods (i. e. within walking tý' 
distance) felt the greatest sense of connection to those churches. Women who lived at a 
distance, and had to drive or to depend on transportation Erom others felt less strong 

connections: 
If I don't get enough out of church [it's] because I don't put enough into it. And 
I have sort of drawn the curtains and said, 'I am not going to spend any more 
time than I do getting to that place that's two-and-a-half miles away'.... 1 just 
find that such a stumbling block, the getting there. (Barbara) 

Older women can be psychologically isolated from others even when they are physically present 

with them. Well meaning others may hold back establishing relationships due to someone's 

current or former status, either professionally (e. g. a missionary) or within the church (e. g. as a 

minister's wife). And of course, persons may be isolated by prejudice against older people or 

against certain racial, regional, or national backgrounds. Sharing unpopular views (or those 

considered too private, such as religious doubts) can also isolate someone from her church 

community. One interviewee spoke of her reluctance to share her problems with her much 

younger minister. 13 This can weaken connections an older woman has with her church. 

We heard from Brown (Chapter 4) that changes at church can disrupt an established sense of 

connection. Differences over policy or direction of a church can cause distress or anger, often 

because of a fear of disconnection: 

This is a trivial thing really, but-we're now allowed to have tombolas. Well, 
to me ... it's mindless for one thing. But it's also gambling, you know .... I 

feel 

sort of that I stand back from that. I'm not wholeheartedly in with that. They 

can get on with it if they want to. (Doris) 

Doris also had a sense of disconnection at the institutional level of her church: 

Sometimes I feel separate myself from the Methodist Church.... Decisions 
come down and you've got no sort of say in them a'tall somehow-the 
ordinary people .... One could start one's own denomination, but where would 
you start? 

13 See Nancy's remark, Chapter 1. 
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Krause, Chatters, Meltzer, and Morgan (2000) specifically explored negative interactions in 

churches, and looked exclusively at older adults. 14 Their focus-group study found that 
'troublesome social encounters [in churches] are prevalent, and that they are a significant source 

of distress for elderly people' (527). They began with the notion that 'unpleasant interaction in 
the church should be especially unsettling because it overtly violates deeply ingrained and 

widely endorsed beliefs concerning faith in others, as well as a sense of interpersonal trust that 

has been reinforced repeatedly by official church doctrine' (512). One major type of negative 
interaction for the participants in this study was interpersonal conflict with fellow parishioners, 15 

which took the forms of gossip, being let down by others, informal cliques, exclusion of 

outsiders, and intolerance of the views of others (519-521). When left unresolved, such 
interpersonal problems became increasingly harmful. In my study, Karen spoke quite feelingly 

of cliques at her church: 
When you think of the coffee [hour] ... you still see the groups of the friends all 
sitting together. They don't - (pauses). And you're standing up on your 
own ... unless you make yourself go somewhere .... Because you're not in that 
initial group.... It's not that you want to have any special treatment. Or that you 
want to be noticed any more than anybody else. But you just felt that (pauses) I 
don't know. You were sort of on the periphery somehow. And that however 
much you tried to get in and do things - (pauses; leaves sentence hanging). 

This situation had definitely affected her sense of belonging, despite years of membership: 

I never, ever felt that I really belonged to [that church]. As I have done in other 
churches. And that's an awful thing to say, isn't it? I think I'm getting there. 
But it's taken me a long time. 

Krause, et al. note three types of approaches used by their respondents for handling negative 

interaction in the church that mirror what my interviewees did. These were: 

(1) Some group members tried to either put a positive spin on the problem or 
explain it away; (2) others refied on religious solutions, including prayer, 
turning the whole problem over to God, or being forgiving; and (3) yet other 
focus-group participants advocated the use of more active problem-solving 
approaches that are aimed at altering or eradicating the problem situation 
(2000: 525). 

Millie worried about ffiction within a church. Rather than confront it and work it through, she 

advised: 
You have to put it away and put it aside because we're all one in 
Christ.... Because it's water under the bridge. And this is where splits come. 
The best thing to do is let it go. For what it's worth. Because after all, what is it 

worth? 

" The people in their US study were Christians aged 65 and up, and approximately two-thirds were 
female. 
'5 The two other forms identified by the authors are conflict between church members and their pastors. 
and conflict over church doctrine. The latter was an issue for some of my interviewees, most especially 
when they perceived their church (either locally or nationally) to be weakly adherent to traditional 
doctrine. 
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Clergy and congregations at churches often do not recognise that an older woman's connections 
to a previous church or churches can be very strong, perhaps stronger than to her nev., church 
home if she is a recent arrival-or even after many years (e. g. Nancy, whose former church 

merged with another and used the latter's premises). This does not negate the importance of the 

new church home for the older woman, but instead signifies the importance of a previous church 
home as a place of community, friendships, fellowship, service, and spiritual growth. The 

memories can be poignant at times. Dolores shed quiet tears as she told me of one special 

former church home, and her concern that a piece of her that remains might be lost or not 

properly maintained: 
And now they tell me that the church-is being closed.... And they're going to 
build a new one. -I've been turning round in me mind, how to write a letter 
(pauses) to the minister.... Because over the years, my husband and I had been 
responsible for the communion furniture. -And one of the stewards there said 
it had not to be parted. Where it's going, it's got to go all together.... So I 
mean ... [it] really isn't anything to do with me.... So anyway. I don't know the 
minister. 

Dolores was torn between her strong attachment to her former church, and an understanding that 

she was no longer a member there and therefore perhaps not allowed to express an opinion. 

8.6 Summary 

All of the interviewees were able to identify several important connections in their lives, the 

most important being family members and friends, home, and their Christian faith and local 

church. For them, a connection is indeed a relationship. Connections appear to have an 

emotional aspect for most of the women. The ability to sustain connections or to make new ones 

is often affected by the ageing process, and older women may find that they have to forego 

certain desired contacts or become dependent upon others' goodwill to maintain them. The local 

church is a particularly important connection for many reasons, with high emotional, practical, 

and spiritual investment. When disconnections happen here, the effects are felt especially 

keenly. Connections, when they function well, offer many benefits to an older woman, 

including a sense of belonging and identity. When they do not function well or become broken, 

we see painful, confusing outcomes. This will be looked at again in Chapter 10 - 

We now turn to the third and final key theme of this project, caring, and examine the interviews 

for what older women had to say. 
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Chapter 9-Caring: The Active Realisation of Connection in Community 

I feel life's terrible for a lot of people now. I think all the emphasis is wrong. Self-gain and self-glorification and money. And service has gone way down the 
list of priorities .... You're a sissy if you help somebody else because it's taking 
away from yourself And that isn't the case when people who are not like that 
know very well that you only get happiness by giving it. (Barbara) 

9.1 Introduction 

As we saw in the last chapter, a connection is a relationship (either positive or negative) 4ý 

between two people or between a person and another entity. Connections are not static, 
however. What gives them life, meaning, and expression? At the end of Chapter 5,1 proposed 
that caring is an activity that expresses the connection between members of a community. What 
is caring, as defined by older women, and what meaning does it have for them? What is required 
for someone to be caring, and what are the costs? Who should receive our caring? When is it 

acceptable to expect and to receive care oneself9 Is caring incumbent upon Christians, and if it 
is, does the local church live up to its duty? This chapter will attempt to answer these questions. 

As we saw in Chapter 5, caring is a complex subject, involving ideas of "caring for" and "caring 

about", reciprocity, and costs. For feminists, there are the additional issues of an essentialist 

association of women's "nature" with the work of caring and of the use of power. For the 

interviewees, all of these topics were reflected in their discussion of caring, along with the 

issues raised earlier about caring and older age: the challenge to identity, the lack of recognition 

of the older woman's caring role, and care in the community. We will follow these issues 

through the course of this chapter, frequently hearing from Barbara as her voice is key to our 

understanding of older women and caring. Because practical theology emphasises the need to 

act for the benefit of ourselves and others, this chapter, which focuses on action, should help 

move us towards our goal of creating a Christian feminist practical theology. 

9.2 The interviewees' examples and meanings of caring 

All of the women recognised caring as an important topic, and it was one that they spoke ., ery 

thoughtfully-even passionately-about. We can see in Barbara's statement above that to be a 

giver of caring was, for her, the only true source of happiness. There was nothing wrong, in her 

view, with being self-interested in wanting happiness; rather, it was the way in which people 

pursued happiness that was morally right or wrong. Phyllis, too, was disheartened by the way 

individuals put themselves ahead of their communities: 
I feel very discouraged sometimes. (pauses) You know, not only my own 
immediate area but the world at large. I think we're, as a whole, we're growing 
more and more selfish. We're thinking more about ourselves (pauses) and our 
gain rather than the good of the whole. 
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Women like Barbara and Phyllis had an internal drive to be caring. What was its source? For 
Aleen, it was often based on an attachment to a specific individual: 

It has to have its root in a love for that [individual] person and a concern for 
their particular situation or their problems. 

Karen said the source was empathy; she had suffered hurts when people had not cared properly 
about her, so she worked to ensure that others in her communities did not suffer the same 
feelings. For a number of these churchgoing women, the source of the caring impulse was their 
Christian faith: 

I think Christians behave differently. You fmd that their ways of looking at 
things-they're very kind people. They're very thoughtful of other people, 
rather than just themselves. (Nancy) 

[Caring] 
... becomes second nature. To think of doing things in this way. 

Thinking of anybody being ill roundabout. Even if they don't go to your own 
church or anything, you automatically think of going to call on them. And see 
if you can do anything for them, or take them a bunch of flowers or 
whatever .... So I think that's part of your Christianity and ... part of your 
makeup, to do a thing like that automatically. (Edith) 

For Veeve, caring was the very presence of God: 

All this caring that goes on. I'm sure it's God in those people. 

Motivated by faith and a concern for others, caring was a worthwhile, honourable, and even 

self-beneficial activity. 

9.2.1 Older women as givers of caring 
By virtue of being older, the women had extensive histories of caring. The interviewees who 
had been in paid employment named various persons that they had cared for in their careers: 

teachers had cared for students, nurses had cared for patients, and a city council worker had 

cared for the long-term unemployed. Several women had been volunteers for the Samaritans, 

acting as listening ears to numerous persons in desperate circumstances. A typical response to 

my question, 'Who have you cared for in your life, or cared about in your lifeT was this: 

Just about everybody I've met (laughs). And knew. (Dolhe) 

For women like Dollie, caring had been a large part of their identity, performed at least as much 

out of love as of a sense of duty. Further, giving caring had not ended as the women retired 

and/or added years to their lives. 

Recall that "caring for" is distinguished from "caring about" by the practical, instrumental 

nature of the former, versus the intellectual nature of the latter. Both forms of caring were 

present in the interviewees' lives, as they engaged in many forms and expressions of caring. 
They visited neighbours, brought token gifts of garden flowers and vegetables, sent cards, 
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listened to problems, helped with errands and household tasks, and generally made thernselves 

available when needed. As we saw in the last chapter, phone cahs and cards and letters were a 

popular means of staying connected. They were also frequently used as tools for caring for other 

older women who were housebound or limited by mobility issues. 

Some interviewees were able to go beyond caring for friends and neighbours to caring for 

strangers. Hilda offered a bed in her home to young girls who could not stay in their family 

homes, giving them a place to sleep for the night. Fran volunteered at a Christian caf6, 

welcoming visitors and listening to whatever they might have to say. Mary was a mentor to a 
local schoolgirl. Tess offered her hospitality to lonely, overworked university students. 
Frederica read the post to a neighbour with poor eyesight. All of the interviewees cared for this 

researcher by offering their time and access to their homes and hospitality. 

Caring can occur at the level of community as well as the individual. Aleen cared for the larger 

community of York by serving as a volunteer on two community panels. Sharing the news of 

members' illnesses and holidays was a feature of Dollie's line dancing group: 

At tea and biscuit time ... it's the time to exchange news about your ills and 
your pills and your doctor, being to the hospital. But I think it's a good thing 
because you have to have an outlet for these things at times. And many of them 
are alone, and don't have anybody to just say the words to. And just saying the 
words to somebody can help, can't it? 

Sharing one's personal life experience was a form of caring mentioned by virtually all of the 

interviewees. Here's an example from Lillian: 

Somebody ... who's facing bereavement, for the first time probably, [will] say, 
you know, 'How did you get through it'? ... And hopefully you can help 
them.... Even if it's just listening. 

Kate said that caring for people could mean confronting problems: 

If people are very difficult and get completely out of hand, one has to be firm in 

a quiet Idnd of way, and handle that. And that is easier for some of us than 

others. 

This is exactly the sort of issue which Koehn believes that an ethic of care must address, that of 

'confronting and resisting people when it may be appropriate to do so' (1998: 44). 

A few women mentioned prayer as a form of "caring for" others (or being "cared for" by them). 

Nancy spoke of her bout with depression some years back, saying, 

That ... taught me a lesson. Because I've thought of all the other people that get 
depressed, much worse than I was, and so I've always prayed for people that 
[are] depressed because I know what it's like. 

Mary's neighbours acknowledged that her prayers had helped them: 
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I made it clear to them that I was praying for them [in their time of distress). 
And a card, a little present that I got at Christmas said, 'Thank you for being so 
supportive over this past year'. 

Prayer was a valid means of caring as far as these churchgoing women were concerned. Yet 
Phyllis and Frederica said that prayer should not substitute for action when action Nvas possible: 

I think ... living your Christianity is far more important than talking about it. It's 
so easy to sit back and pray for somebody ... instead of getting on with [helping 
them] yourself (Phyllis) 

You shouldn't waste time praying for things that you could do yourself ... To 
do something practical, to me, is more important than praying for it. If you 
CAN do something practical. (Frederica) 

Expressing caring through charitable donations was mentioned by several interviewees. RSPB, 
RSPCA, the National Children's Home, and the National Trust were all named as groups that 

older women joined, supported financially, or volunteered for in order to show their conc em for 

people, the environment, and the future. Many of the interviewees also worked on charitable 

projects. Hazel knitted 'little tops' for Oxfam, and Barbara had volunteered for Christian Aid for 

many years, 'caring for people that I'll never, ever see'. 

Giving money and time in this way also established a sense of connection, as women expressed 

empathy for people overseas who had leprosy (Nancy) and for Mozambican flood victims 
(Frederica). This evidence challenges Noddings's notion that we cannot care for people at a 
distance. Indeed, many of the women were deeply concerned about examples of suffenng on a 
large scale. Various viewpoints could be discerned, as well as attempts at working out the most 

effective caring response. Phyllis talked about how her awareness of such suffering was a 

challenge and of how she responded: 
I think it's so easy for us to be complacent. Because we're cared for, we're 
wann, we're looked after. But how do people in Ethiopia feel about things like 
this? How do people in Chechnya [feel] at present? And Bosnia? And these are 
the things that really upset me and worry me. This is so easy to say [to God], 'I 
have been cared for, and you have cared for me'. But they must say 'Where is 
God'?... These are the things that are my biggest problem now.... You see, it 
has to start with individuals. Each individual is responsible for their own acts 
and for-their own little area. And it's a bit like a stone in a pond isn't it, that 
ripple (pauses) that somehow all the stones seem to get thrown in and the 
ripples get bigger. 

Her method of "thinking globally, acting locally" was echoed by Edith: 

I sometimes think that I stand on the outside sometimes, just looking in (at 
these bigger world events].... And I just feel there's nothing I can do about it. 
And I just do what I can in the circumstances that come before me. And I think 
that I try to do as much as I can ... within my own city or within my own area 
and vicinity. 
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The principles and values that the interviewees held were expressed in the language of "caring 
about": 'Being honest 

... truthful ... understanding ... forgiving 
... considerate... [and] helpful' 

(Ella). These were things that the women cared about very deeply, and they demonstrated this 
by trying to live by their principles and by sharing them (either overtly or subtly) with others. 
For instance, Barbara named 'setting a good example'-for grandchildren, for friends, for the 

neighbourhood-as a principle, and did this by leading a caring, Christian life. She described 

the effect this had on a neighbour: 
[My friend is] doing little things now that she would never have done two years 
ago. Which I'm not taking the credit for me, I'm taking the credit for being 
friends with my little group of people who all care for each other.... She's 
totally different. And she's enjoying life and she's learning that you can be 
happy by serving .... And they all love her, and she loves them now .... This is 
something she has never had in her life before. So I think that's great. I feel 
that's having an influence-for good. 

As a group, the interviewees engaged in both "caring for" and "caring about" activities and 

rated both highly. They "cared" via their intellectual and spiritual values and via their hands-on 

provisions for others. Some, like Barbara and her friends, 'discover[ed] the joys of caring and 

create[ed] for [themselves] ftirther obligations to care through concrete acts of reaching out to 

others' (Koehn, 1998: 173, note 43). 

i. Inability to meet eveKy nee 
The women sometimes had to accept that they could not meet the needs of all of the potential 

care recipients they identified. They also recognised that there would be times when their caring 

activities would be unwanted, rejected, or unsuccessful. When using her car to transport friends 

to social outings, Barbara expressed regret that she could not take everyone who might like to 

go, and that therefore she had to be selective. June found having to give up caring for the needy 

people whom she helped in her paid employment a very hard part of the caring process (and of 

the retirement process), particularly because no one would be taking her place. As Fischer 

rightly points out, '[i]t is not the caring itself that is the problem, but the dilemma of finding 

time and energy for all that is asked of us' (1995: 149). The time commitment in caring for a 

needy family member can be a barrier to an older woman's involvement with her church or 

other groups. Even more, June said that you could care about people and be let down by them, if 

they did not correct their destructive habits, for example. As a Samaritan volunteer, she had 

found that her caring did not always succeed: 

Sometimes, sadly, they do [commit suicide] and you lose them anyway. And 
you have to learn to live with that. 

When a desire to help a friend conflicted with upholding her principle of honesty, Barbara faced 

an unpleasant caring dilemma: 
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[My friend) asked me about the afterlife, would she see her sister again, and I 
couldn't answer her. I let her down very, very badly. She asked me for help and 
I couldn't give it. I said 'I honestly don't know what I believe'. I don't. 

Sometimes interviewees enlisted the intercession of others in order to perform their caring. Tess 
let her church's clergy know when there was someone in her neighbourhood who needed a , isit 
from them, and perhaps a different sort of caring than she could provide. This was one solution 
to the problem of not being able to accommodate every need that presented itself 

9.2.2 Older women as recipients of caring 
As well as being able to name numerous instances of giving caring, the interviewees were able 
to point to the many fon-ris of caring they had received. Amelia told me about her lifetime of 

receiving caring from others, due to her parents' early deaths and the many serious illnesses she 
had had. All of the interviewees at the residential home named the wardens as people who 
looked out for them and helped them in numerous ways. Some interviewees named a large 

number of people who cared about them, including family, ffiends, neighbours, and fellow 

congregants at church, while Sarah had a special gentleman in her life who cared for her. 

Several of the women reported times when they had been ill, and family members or ffiends had 

stepped in to care for them. Betty's neighbour was an example: 
I did ring her one morning because I was, oh I'd had an awful ... stomach ache 
and how terrible it was for about three days (laughs) .... And I just rang her up 
to say I weren't very well, would she pick me bread up, you see? And of course 
she was over in two seconds. 

Other interviewees, however, could name few, if any, people who cared for them. For Janet, this 

was a point of pride: 
I wouldn't ask anything of anybody. Even a lift. You know, I do get lifts here 
and there, but I don't ask. 

But in Dollie's case, she expected more from people and felt the lack keenly: 

I suppose I've a few friends that maybe care about me. I'm not quite sure 
(laughs). I'm not very sure a'tall.... I wouldn't say that I have anyone that ever 
rings and says, 'How are you? How are you getting on'? ... I wouldn't have 

anyone locally that would ever ring and check on me. No. Now, I may be doing 

some of my ftiends a disservice. 

Most of the interviewees appreciated being able to balance their freedom and self-determination 

with knowing that there were people who cared about them and were available to help them. 

Being "cared about" was universally acceptable, but being "cared for" caused discomfort for 

some of the more able interviewees (e. g. Barbara, Ruth, Hope). This illustrates what PI-dllipson, 

et al. (2001) discovered, that a reluctance among certain older people to receive or to ask for 

help is the result of a desire to retain independence. 
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Those interviewees who were disabled or who had restricted mobility had largely come to terms 
with the idea of being a care recipient. For example, even though she was personally frustrated 
at needing help, Mavis said, 

I'm quite prepared to accept people's help. And I always make sure I thank 
them, you know, because I do think it's very kind of people when they open doors and do things for you. 

Being prayed for was graciously received as an appropriate means of being cared for: 
[When my dog was dying, my minister] came and he said a little prayer and 
stroked her, and I was very grateful for that. (Ella) 

If you're not at church and you're ill, you feel as if people are praying for 
you ... and, I think, car[ing] in that way. (Edith) 

The interviewees identified sources of help other than the people around them. God had cared 
for many of the women: 

The few times I've prayed in real earnest, I have been helped straight away. 
Immediately. (Barbara) 

God intervened in my life [by bringing about outcomes that were right for me] 
(Veeve) 

I can trace the hand of God right from the beginning in hindsight.... He's 
always been there for me. And I think, 'Well, He's never failed me, He's not 
going to fail me now. I can trust Him with what's left of my life'. (Mary) 

It was kind of a pull both ways [when my husband was dying of cancer]. 'Why 
do you allow it'? and 'Yet you're giving me the strength to cope with it'. 
(Edith) 

A few interviewees speculated that departed loved ones were looking after them from the next 
life. Sometimes this was based on ideas passed down through previous generations; other times, 

a personal experience gave them this idea. ' Hope told of visiting a spiritualist, who brought a 

particular message of assurance for her: 

Hope: I did go to a spiritualist, one or two of their meetings one time. And the 
lady who used to lead it did say to me, 'Oh', she said, 'I've got a lady here with 
a message for you'. And she described this lady .... I thought, 'Well, I know 
who that is'. And that lady had been dead, oh, a lot of years then 
JE: So, what was the message that [the spiritualist] had for you? 
Hope: That [this lady] was there for [me], you know .... That she loved [me] 

We can see from the evidence that caring was a large and significant feature of the interviewees' 

lives, both in the past and continuing to the present. In particular, the role of carer-a giver of 
"caring for" and "caring about'7--was one that virtually all of the women identified with 

strongly. Whether their caring practices stemmed from a sense of familial or Christian duty or 
from a belief that caring was the one sure route to personal happiness, these activities were 
taken on (mostly) willingly, evenjoyfully. Further, the women cited a wide variety of ways in 

1 Compare with Bennett (1987); see Chapter 5. 
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which to care, from direct, practical help to charitable donations, prayer, setting examples for 
others, and listening. This rich spectrum of caring would seem to support the notion that Women 
are the caregivers, of society and that they do the bulk of the caring work. There is not evidence 
here, however, to support an essentialist view of women and caring as none of the intervIewces 
said that caring was either her duty as a woman or that it was a part of herfemale nature. 

In fact, there was a power associated with caring that the women recognised and exercised at 
their discretion. The interviewees pointed to how, when, and in what circumstances they Nvere 
able to choose and structure their caring activities-and for which recipients. For instance, 
Karen did not like solicitations from charities. For her, charitable giving was an expression of 
her interests and values as well as her ability to judge needs: 

I don't want people to tell me where I want to put my money, or what to do. I 
want to be able to choose out of all the things, the things that I would want to 
do myself.... 1 want to just quietly go on and do things (pauses) helping 
people ... in my own way. 

For Barbara, too, there was a power that came along with being able and willing to care: 
I think you can have a huge impact on people's lives simply by showing an 
interest in them in the first place. Because then they assume they have an 
importance that they probably thought they hadn't got before. And that's very 
important. To [give] people a sense of their worth. The fact that other people 
can be bothered to talk to them, and recognise that they exist [does this]. 

Here is an example of an older woman using her power not to dominate another, but to build up 

that individual's self-worth. This fits with Russell's discussion of authority as partnership (see 

Chapter 5). 

Even in cases where it might have appeared to outsiders that women had capitulated to extemal 

pressures to take on caring roles (e. g. Lillian and Millie had sacrificed personal goals to help ill 

family members, as we will see later), the women presented their actions as ultimately emerging 

from free choice, not coercion. Such self-determination is usually not part of the argument of 

women's "essential" caring nature. 2 

9.3 The pluses and minuses of caring 
The interviewees recognised that there were positive and negative aspects to both caring and 

receiving care. Beginning with the benefits, we will look at these aspects now. 

2 Nevertheless, it is important to ask if a "career" of caring was the only option for many (or most) of the 
interviewees. Because they came of age at a time when most women did not receive further and higher 
education and when jobs and careers often ended with marriage, was a life of voluntary or familial caring 
all that was available? (Thanks to Deborah Biggerstaff, research fellow, Centre for Health Services 
Studies, Warwick Business School, University of Warýýick, for this observation. ) 
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i. Benefits of carin 
One of the key benefits of caring was a sense of satisfaction at being able to help others directly. 
Lillian, for example, received pleasure and hope from her passengers when she used her car to 
give lifts to hospice patients. In a similar way, the women who were connected to charitable 
communities benefited from new friendships and new interests, as well as a sense of doing 

something worthwhile for others. Because caring was such an important part of one's Identity. 
simply being able to care for others in some way reinforced feelings of self-esteem and a 
continuing usefulness to one's communities. 

For some interviewees, this very personal benefit was combined with a strong view of caring as 

a Christian duty. This supports the notion that 'even when the contributions we make are strictly 

social and material, they nevertheless possess a spiritual significance for the giver' (Rudd, 

1988: 8). For all of these reasons, Barbara admitted that she got a boost from her caring 

activities: 
It sounds awfully smug, but doing things for people, that help people, certainly 
gives me a buzz. And I can live with myself better if I do that .... You live how 
you find you can cope with life, don't you? And that's my way of coping with 
life. 

Barbara consciously tried to maximise her caring activities. In fact, it was possible for her to do 

more caring with age: 
When I was younger ... I worked pretty hard at being just ordinary and. - .1 didn't 
strive to do wonderful things. But I didn't do wicked things, so I was just 
keeping my head above water. Now I make a more conscious effort to do more 
good things, I think. They don't always work. But I do have time to think about 
more and to try to do them. And if I can think of something that I think is worth 
doing, I make a big effort to do it. And if I don't do it, I wish I had. Because 
then I have a tough time with myself. Mostly little things. Mostly very little 
things that make quite a big difference .... Most days I come out with a sort of 
plus sign, or getting on towards a plus sign. And if I don't, then the next day I 
try to do a bit more. 

Barbara wanted to end each day with a credit balance in the "Bank of Caring-For". My sense 

was that most of the interviewees, however much care they themselves needed, would strive 

towards this credit balance. 

ii. Reciprogýy 

Reciprocity was one means by which the women created this balance, and there are many 

different things they did for other people while receiving help in return. Elsie mentioned ironing 

and gardening for her daughter who worked outside the home. In turn, Elsie was helped with her 

shopping when she hurt her back. Reciprocity by the very old can be a gift of something 

personal in exchange for larger acts of help. For instance, Hazel baked treats for her family after 

they helped her with household projects and errands. 
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Reciprocity also occurred outside the immediate family. A larger community could be 

subdivided for the purposes of giving and receiving care. Reciprocity could be as simp Ie as 
putting out the neighbours' rubbish bins and having your own returned by them- The 
interviewees acknowledged that the kinds of caring exchanged were not necessarily equivalent. 
Speaking of a fiiend, Tess said: 

She would do for me if she could, you know. And she does things in other 
ways, you know. Because she can't sort of help me in the way I help her. 

Barbara was unconcerned about other people's standards, as long as she gave more caring than 

she received: 
Lots of little things you can do and people would say, 'Yes, but they wouldn't 
do that for you'. And that's probably true. But because you did that to 
somebody else, for somebody else, another person will pay you back. 
(laughs).... It doesn't have to be the person that you do good to.... As my 
mother used to say, 'Cast your bread on the water'-she was always saying 
that-'and it comes back'. (laughs) And it doesn't come back as your bread. 
(laughs) And it comes back with jam on it! (laughs) 

Reciprocity had its boundaries, though. Hope sold her car after her husband died because 'I find, 

if you have a car, you can be at people's beck and call'. Such was the case in the public housing 

project for the elderly where Jonas and Wellin conducted their research: 
Most residents recognize three categories of persons among other residents- 
friends, neighbors, and co-residents .... [C]omplaints are heard about neighbors 
or coresidents (i. e., persons with whom there is no prior intimacy or personal 
involvement) demanding too much help, or expecting it too frequently, or 
wanting one to provide what was initially a one-shot or infrequent service on a 
continuing basis (1980: 235-236). 

There is, then, an unwritten but generally understood means of valuing the different aspects of 

the caring exchange, and violations of norms are unacceptable. The further outside one's 

preferred community, the more caring becomes a commodity to be bartered, rather than a gift to 

be bestowed. 

Interestingly, the interviewees rarely mentioned times when they may have felt unhappy or 

angry with an imbalance or lack of reciprocity for their caring actions. Sarah was an exception. 

She wished her younger sisters would reciprocate the caring she showed them, feeling that all of 

the caring in their relationship was one-way: 
I just have these mad moments, thinking 'My sisters could easily get in the car 
and come up, or they could pick up the phone'. And I get irritated about it and 
then it goes.... 1 think probably they would be quite horrified if I said it to them, 
'I feel that you ought to come and see me'. 

Perhaps the majority of these churchgoing women felt a Christian duty to fulfil needs without 

expecting either acknowledgement or repayment in any form (except perhaps their ultimate 

reward in heaven). After all, if God's love is unconditional, then should not our love (i. e. caring) 
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be also? If there is always some form of reciprocity, even if it seemingly comes ordy from God, 
then are the love and the caring given still unconditional? Aren't there times when unconditional 
love or care is appropriate and not oppressive to the carer? 

This is where feminists and feminist theologians have tackled the issue of the essentialism of 
women. Too often, they say, the prevalent view that women are by nature caregivers has led to 
their oppression via the compulsory caring mentioned earlier (Chapter 5). Women (and men) 

should have the freedom (i. e. power) to choose when and how to care, as they should have the 

power to choose their connections. I agree with Koehn when she says, Jt]here is a core 
independence we each have by virtue of the responsibility to choose our lives (and our 

relations! ). To the extent ethics of care ignore and minimize this responsibility, they destroy 

female power in the name of saving it' (1998: 49). It may be that the interviewees had not fully 

accepted this concept of "caring with autonomy"-that they could best care for others by caring 
for themselves first-and were therefore reluctant to appear unchristian and/or unferninine by 

complaining. Caring was such a key part of their identities (and one they were justifiably proud 

of ) that they were not able to take the more nuanced view suggested by feminist theologians. 

iii. Costs accWted by the carer 
The costs of caring, to the carer, are numerous, as we saw in Chapter 5. Here are a few 

examples cited by the interviewees: 

It would just be a blessing [for my terminally ill ffiend to die] .... It's so 
wearing. It's taken its toll on me (pauses) ... over the last three months. And 
over the years as I have seen her in all sorts of difficult situations and tried to 
advise her, tried to help her. (Aleen) 

Sometimes [listening is] a bit wearing. You listen to the same thing over and 
over and over again. But ... you listen just the same. (Frederica) 

I keep myself awake at night won-ying about people. (Dollie) 

Muriel cared for 28 people regularly, 'mostly through listening' these days, although she also 

wrote letters and made visits. This staggering amount of caring work took its toll physically, 

mentally, and emotionally and in regard to the time invested: 

It's very difficult to balance all these people. But, you can't give people up, 
once you take them on. I wonder sometimes, if I die, who will care for them? 
These are often people that others don't want. 

Although the interviewees recognised the costs of their caring, they did not present themselves 

either as martyrs or as victims of oppression. Instead, they saw themselves as morally stronger 

than other people who were selfish. The women's actions resulted from their own free choice. 
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Sometimes people can be "too caring" in the eyes of the recipient. Fay struggled with herself as 
she tried to balance her loyalty to her sister with her concern for that sister's well being. Fay 
finally contacted her sister's doctor about a problem, yet 'I did feel awful', she said. In this case, 
being caring cost Fay her sister's trust. Fay had attempted to share with her sister the power of 
decision-making over this medical intervention, and she was able to put herself in the recipient's 
(i. e. her sister's) position. When she ultimately decided to act against her sister's wishes, Fay 

then experienced her sister's power to withhold affection. In this very common situation, we see 
how complex the issue of power is, and how much distress it can cause a carer, and how much 

more thinking feminists have to do on this issue. 

In looking at the topics of benefits, reciprocity, and costs, we have seen how caring can be both 

rewarding and frustrating for older women carers and recipients. Caring is continually being 

negotiated among parties to a connection as they strive to achieve a personal ethic of care, one 

that accounts for a person's immediate associates as well as the distant stranger. Growing older, 

as we will see now, forces women to re-address these issues and others, too. 

9.4 Changes to caring with age 
As we saw in Chapter 5, social gerontologists have identified three areas of concern that older 

women have regarding caring: challenges to their identity, lack of recognition of their on-going 

caring role, and care in the community. In this section, we will examine the data to see what the 

interviewees had to say about the first two issues. We will review the third in the next major 

section of this chapter. 

9.4.1 ChaHenges to identity 

There are two possible identities that society gives older women, vis-A-vis caring. One is the 

image of the woman who keeps on giving until the grave, simply because she is a woman and 

that is her role. Hoagland argues, 

the unidirectional ideal of mothering undermines reciprocal interaction ... [and] 

also encourages incompetency and ageism among us. Recipients of 
unconditional loving-children and husbands--combine in exploiting mothers, 
helping to create an ageist response to older women (1991: 258). 

We saw this in the letter that opened Chapter 5. The other identity is that of the helpless, needy 

person who needs to be cared for and over whom society holds the power. After all, says this 

viewpoint, an older woman is not capable of maldng decisions about what sort of caring she 

needs. Neither of these identities was wholly satisfactory to the interviewees. 

Gloria spoke of how younger people think they are being helpful by making decisions: 

People are very bad at sort of thinking, 'Oh, you wouldn't like that' and 'You 
wouldn't like this'. And they've no idea. Often they're saying exactly the 
opposite to what you would like. (laughs) Oh, yes. One finds that quite a lot 
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really. Not with people that know you well, of course, but with anyone else that 
you happen to meet.... You only have to have grey hair and they think you'N, e kind of had it as regards excitement or adventure or Caughs) or anything in 
your thinking (laughs). You know. They think you've got stuck somewhere. 

A bit later, she added, 
I'm not terribly set about things. If I say, 'No', to something today, I might not 
mean I would say 'No' to something similar tomorrow. There might have been 
other reasons why I said 'No' today. But I might say 'Yes' to a very similar 
thing tomorrow. Because tomorrow's a different day (laughs). 

Gloria's comments remind us that the parties in mutual connections do not make decisions for 

one another (Fischer, 1998: 80). Another way that many younger people condescend to older 
people is by withholding painful information, under the mistaken assumption that this will 
protect them (Fischer, 1998: 78-79). 

Whether other people are well-intentioned or not, becoming a recipient of care may be a change 
in practice for older women, one with many psychic ramifications in addition to the practical 

ones. Younger, fitter interviewees did not relish the idea of needing physical "caring for" at 

some future time and worried about becoming a burden on their families: 

Certainly don't want to go into a nursing home.... 1 think I would almost 
consider committing suicide rather than go into them. To have to be looked 
after to that extent.... 1 dread the thought of being a nuisance to my family, 
particularly, and to other people as well. (Barbara) 

Barbara was even willing to consider the sacrifice of sudden death in order not to trouble her 

fan-lily: 

I wish ... I could choose just to be taken in an accident or something like that. A 
short sharp chop. (pauses) But I suppose you can't choose can you? 

Not only did needing extensive physical care mean becoming a burden and seeing the end of a 
large part of her independence and free choice, but it also meant losing much of her identity as a 

care-giver. One way out of this dilemma might be for an older woman to view others' caring for 

her as a gift from God, channelled through her community (Ramsey and Blieszner, 2000: 48). 

9.4.2 Lack of recognition of ongoing caring role 
Although some people do see older women as (complete and unconditional) carers, many other 

people fail to recognise, let alone acknowledge, that older women continue in a caring role. Two 

important areas where this is demonstrated are self-care and "caring for" and "caring about" 

others. 

"Caring for" may be beyond the means and ability of some older women, if the recipients 

concerned are at a distance or if the demands on the carer cannot be met. In these cases, "caring 

for" becomes a deeply committed "caring about"--an actiVity which should not be taken to be 
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any less (or any more) important simply because it is unseen by others (Noddings. 1984: 10). 
Also, the form of reciprocity may change, but this does not mean that it ceases to exist 

altogether. What it requires is a restructuring of the balance of exchange and an understanding 

of receptivity. 

Fischer says that receptivity 'is an intrinsic element in caring. It is a readiness to receive from, 

as well as give to, others' (1995: 146-147). 3 This goes beyond the idea of reciprocity, where 

there is an exchange of caring, of giving--even when the goods or services exchanged are of 

unequal value. Here, Fischer is saying that, in some circumstances (and this is particularly true 

for some ageing persons), being able to accept others' caring when we have nothing to offer in 

return other than that acceptance and gratitude, is a valid part of the caring process. In 

particular, such receptivity sustains the carer's conunitment to the cared-for person (Noddings, 

1984). 

i. Self-care 

The degree of self-care that older women do is often unrecognised. The interviewees named a 

number of things that would fall under this heading: 

[I occupy my time with] looking after meself Eating and washing and so on 
and planning it all. (Veeve) 

I like to do all me own housework. (Nancy) 

[When] you live alone, you've got to think as well that you mustn't overdo 
things or else you're going to feel a mess. (Millie) 

Barbara had a handyman she could afford to pay to do heavy jobs around her home, and several 

interviewees had household help they paid for. A number of others kept their minds and their 

bodies fit by taking sequence-dancing or line-dancing classes. Naturally, the most independent 

women (Janet, Sarah, and Hope) practised a high degree of self-caring. But, even the more 

feeble older women (as Eunice described herself) took care of themselves in many ways-albeit 

slowly. 

Sometimes, when a woman thought she needed care and prayed for God's help (a form of self- 

care), she discovered that she was fine as she was: 

Sometimes, I say to meself, what you worrying [for]? [God's] not going to 
answer now. Because you don't need it now. You're all right. I tell meself off 
(laughs). (Millie) 

The caring support a number of interviewees received from their churches when they Nvere 

widowed was frequently commented upon. However, Hope added this thought: 

3 The concept of receptivity is borrowed from Nel Noddings (1984). 
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Oh, they were all very helpful. But you've got to do it yourself, haven't you? You know, you've got to soil of realise life's got to go on. 

Dollie said that older women take care of themselves in many ways: 
If I'm with an elderly lady, I'll say, 'I'll carry that bag for you. I'll do 
this'.... [or] 'Why don't you do this? Or that'? And it is not what they want to 
hear. They want to do it when and where their ideas come from, rather than 
somebody else telling them.... So we assume that they're not capable of certain 
tasks, and maybe take over. And they can show resentment .... And [they dislike 
it when we put] our thoughts and ideas into their heads, which they don't want 
to hear. 

-They want their own ideas. 

As I suggested in Chapter 5, one of the ways in which any community can be truly caring for 

older women is to allow them to determine their own needs and desires, and to make choices for 

themselves and not to have them imposed. This was certainly the view expressed by Dollie 

(here) and Gloria (in the previous section), who indicated that older women have a right to 

assess the offers of (and the value of) others' caring. 

ii. "Caring foe' and "caring about" others 

Throughout this chapter, we have seen examples of the ways in which the interviewees cared 

for/about other individuals and communities. Here, I wish to illustrate how caring takes on a 

depth and complexity not often associated with older women. 

Sometimes the lack of recognition of an older woman's ongoing caring role occurs because the 

world and its values have changed. As a consequence, said Aleen, caring needs to be taught: 

Basically, there's such a lot of self-centredness [today].... You know, the 
materialistic society. I feel that people are not given the opportunity ... to be 
taught what caring is and what it involves. And that's not their fault. 

When a strong, protective community (be it church, family, or neighbourhood) is lacking, as it 

is for many young people today, Aleen worried about how and where these young people would 

receiving caring-and how they would learn to give it: 

I feel that this whole essence of caring is so important because if you don't 
teach children that high [measures a small child's height with hand] what it 

means to consider other people, they're never going to learn .... No good 
waiting till you're my age or in your 50s to learn how to care. If you're not 
taught it, you won't know it. 

She was particularly disturbed that this teaching was not even happening in churches today: 

I think, you know, [the churches] have a responsibility in that way. Though ... I 
can't see that they are doing anything with it. I mean, I'm thinking back now, 
you know, going back to when we had big Sunday schools. And the children 
there were not just taught parables or scripture or whatever. I mean, they were 
taught this whole question of relationship with God and what that involves. 
Your relationship with God meant you related to your fellow people as a 
whole. -There are very few Sunday schools now. There are very few places- 
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children don't even know about God. I mean, basically it's gone. Isn't it? 
Where are they going to learn? 

If there is such a thing as a feminist ethic of caring, then the older women I spoke with "vould 
insist that it address this issue of teaching others to care. How to teach caring is, perhaps, one of 
the key things communities could learn from the older women in their midst. Reciprocity is one 

way to teach caring, but so is the presence of role models. These can be parents, friends, 

teachers, peers, church members, and/or Christ. One of the most significant, and most 

overlooked, ways that older women demonstrate caring is by 'leading a good life' (Barbara), 

'setting standards' (Betty), 'living up to principles' (Verity), and 'following Christ's example' 
(Gloria). The learning that the next generations must do will come (in many cases) from the 

teaching of this generation of ageing women. For Noddings, 'part of caring... is to encourage the 

capacity to care in those we encounter' (1990: 12 5). Teaching others to care shows that you care 

about the future and its people (whom you will never know), about those you teach (whether or 

not those "students" are your children), and about values and principles. 

Another consideration for a feminist ethic of caring, as discussed in Chapter 5, is the issue of 

caring versus justice-or caring and justice. Lillian (and others) struggled with the question of 

whether and how to be caring when considering evil or troubled people: 

It 'tisn't always easy to love other people .... If you think of somebody who's 
murdered little children. I couldn't love that person, you know. I think if I felt 

anything other than anger, it would be pity, you know, that something's 
wrong .... Sometimes, if I'm praying for a particular situation, I would pray for 
the wrongdoers as well. 

Rather than condemning people outright, Frederica attempted to understand what had led them 

to act in evil ways: 
I would never make a judge, because I would always think, 'Now, why is he 

stealing? ' and all this. I can always see a reason. (pauses) ... Take those two 
boys who killed that little James Bulger. Well, one of those boys, his mother 
wasn't even sitting with him at the trial.... Well, poor things! What 

encouragement to do right or wrong had they? You know, I'm not condoning it. 
But, if you'd been in the same circumstances, you might have been no 
different .... That's what I say: it's EASY for some people to be good. Isn't it? 
And in the straight and narrow. They've never been tempted left, right or centre 
or (pauses). And I think chapel people, myself included, have a lot to learn 

about such things. 

These very thoughtful statements indicate that at least some older women take a view that 

caring and justice need to be combined when determining how to respond to terrible situations 

in society. 

9.5 Care in the community 

"Care in the community" as a social welfare topic was not raised by the interviewees, at least 

not directly. But, in a broader context, it was discussed by many of the women as the), wondered 
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aloud, 'Who will take care of me if something happensT 
.4 When the loved ones who -were their 

contemporaries died, and with younger loved ones living at a distance, who would be there to 
take over the immediate tasks of caring that they might need? Fay worried whether care N, ý'ould 
be there for her if and when she needed it in the future: 

You see, in them days you never thought anything about it .... [My husband and fl didn't look at [caring for my mother] as [a] duty, but we just looked at it [as 
if it] was up to us to look after my mother. Which we did. And we didn't get 
any allowance, you know. No attendant's allowance or anything.... We don't 
look after mothers and fathers now. 

But Dollie described the sort of caring older women need in broader terms: 
I think old women need to be loved and [to] know that there's somebody there 
for them. 

Veeve elaborated on this: 

I think what a number of people lack in this age group is a feeling that there's 
anybody who cares about them. -And I think that is as Important as all the 
other things. -They need [God's caring] demonstrating through human beings 
who really care, not just because they're sent [by the churches] to care.... When 
we get older, we get more cantankerous. Shall I say we get more self-centred. 
And therefore it's harder for people to contact [us] .... And that's where they 
need something more than finances, social services, cleaning, and whatever. 

These two women did not provide a list of practical help older women might need, but rather 

said that a sense of attachment and concern and a willingness to be supportive were necessary. 
Unfortunately, not all older women have these basic human needs met. Future sources of caring 

were a worry, no matter what the woman's financial standing or how many family members she 
had. An unspoken message seemed to be that government welfare agencies could not be 

depended upon, and that it was up to each individual to make her own care arrangements. 

In a different light, care in the community was discussed. The two primary communities these 

women named-family and church-were the arenas for discussing how care works. Perhaps 

they can serve as examples of how "community" can be redefmed as a basis of care provision 

today. We will examine each in turn now. 

9.5.1 The family 

As we saw in Chapter 7, the family is one of the most important communities in an older 

woman's life. Caring within the family is an especially complex and nuanced activity; caring 

among family members was frequently mentioned. Most of the interviewees named various 
family members-parents, siblings, children, spouses, aunts, and uncles-that they had devoted 

years to caring for. Although it was never complained about, some interviewees did say that it 

had been a physical, emotional, or financial hardship to do so, sacrificing their freedom and 

4 This was not an issue for the interviewees who lived in the residential home, as their arrangements had 
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interests to care for others. Lillian, for example, gave up a relationship with a man when she was 
in her 20s in order to care for her sister. In Millie's case, a choice was made as to which needy 
family member-living many miles apart-would be cared for. Other interviev., ees had given up 
work to care full-time for loved ones. Where a choice was made to put her own interests ahead 
of her mother's, Dora continued to feel guilty years later- 

I didn't look after her. And what I should have done was to have delayed 
[taking up a career opportunity], and put her first.... 1 have been selfish. I know. 

Not surprisingly, it seemed that a self-sacrificial caring role was expected of the women in this 

generation, and that quite a few had complied. 

Yet the women did not always acquiesce to others' wishes or needs, and occasionally this 

resulted in family discord. Aleen said that the healing process of re-establishing her family 

community after a rift had been slow. She now believed that it was better to maintain 

community than to insist on "being right". 5 Her softer approach resulted, after a recent visit to 

her family, in this remark: 
This visit, [my daughter-in-law] actually said, 'Mum, it's been a pleasure to 
have you'. And she'd never said that before. And I think (pauses) as I've got 
older, I've had more understanding. And because they know I care, that I am 
concerned about them and I do care and I do love them, it's this that comes 
over. 

Ramsey and Blieszner state that it is possible to care 'not always by acting, but sometimes by 

stepping aside' (2000: 48). This happens when older women let another generation care for 

them: 

I keep an ongoing list of things that I could possibly do, but [that my children] 
would get much more pleasure doing for me. So... I let them do them .... I 

don't 
mind if they have to struggle, because I've struggled for them. And that gives 
them more satisfaction anyway. (Barbara) 

Another way of practising caring, said Barbara, was to not let the children worry: 

The main thing I try to do is not be a trouble to them. And the way I do that is 
by telling them what a good life I've been having recently. Because I do have a 
very good life. And I know that every time I communicate with them, and tell 
them that I've had a particularly good time, that's a tick on my register of, 'Oh, 
she's all right, we don't need to worry'.... Concem is not the same as worry. 
And [my daughter's] concerned for me, but not worried about me. VvUch is the 
ideal situation. 

Finally, for Barbara, age and distance meant that there was less direct help she could offer her 

adult children: 
It is very won-ying when You get a negative call, and there's very little you can 
do about it. Of course, you can listen, which is the best part, and the only thing 
you can do at times. And make suggestions. 

already been made. 
5 Or, as Veeve's maxim states, 'Never sacrifice fellowship to efficiency'. 
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For an older woman, family members are important as recipients of caring and as givers of 
caring. There is a delight in being able to help out a daughter or grandson, and there is also 
pleasure in helping younger members learn how to care. As recipients, the immediate faniily 

6 offers an important protective role to older people: reassuring in times of crisis, playing the role 

of confidant, and acting as the first port of call if help is needed in the home' (Phillipson, et al., 
2001: 251). 

9.5.2 The local church 
Experiences within local churches showed instances both of caring and of a lack of caring- 

sometimes for the same woman in the same church. On the positive side, Barbara said that a 

church community was different from other communities: 
It's people who are more caring than average about everybody. And that 
appeals to me, the fact that they can care for everybody. Because you don't get 
that in ordinary everyday life .... I 

feel a buzz [at church] that everybody cares 
for everybody else. It's the only place I go where I feel vibes. 

A number of the widowed interviewees mentioned that one thing they regularly found difficult 

was coming home to an empty house after a holiday. Fay said that her minister had recognised 

this: 

When I went on holiday the first time [after my husband died], [my minister] 
left a little note: 'Welcome back'. I mean, you can imagine how I felt coming 
back.... He was really, really supportative [sic] for me. 

After her husband's death, Tess's church friends rallied to support her: 

I have some wonderful friends. And I do appreciate that. But it is mostly 
because I belong to a church that I've got these friends.... 1 was never at home 
Sunday lunch for years, really (laughs). 

Unfortunately, other women had experienced (in their view) a distinct lack of caring from their 

churches. Dollie cited a lack of pastoral visits from members and few clergy visits. Sometimes 

fellow congregants were not caring in just the way that an older woman wanted. Karen was 

deeply hurt when her mother died and the funeral was held at another location, with no one fi7om 

her church there to support her. A number of the interviewees (e. g. Karen, Barbara, and Dollie) 

were concerned about the presence of cliques or insider groups within their churches. For them, 

this sort of behaviour went against the definition of a caring community. As Koehn writes, '[i]f 

the self is reconceived through the other in such a way as to exclude appreciation of those 

outside the relation, then this form of caring degenerates into a narrow parochialism or 

cronyism' (1998: 176, note 76). 

In Chapter 5, we raised two important questions. First, are local churches a valuable resource in 

helping older women find meaning in being recipients of caring? And second, are local 

churches encouraging older women to continue to contribute caring, perhaps in new forms? The 
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church, when it is a successful caring community, provides opportunities for older women to be 
givers of caring-for example, as pastoral visitors, a role that many of the interviewees had. The 
church may valorise receiving caring by openly discussing "being" versus "doing". Yet 
although there are some instances like this 6 it is still the case that many older Christian women 
find that their local churches have not struck the proper balance between seeing them as carers 
and as recipients. Such women are left in limbo, unsure of what their ongoing role in the church 
community is to be. This can undermine an older woman's sense of herself as a giver of caring, 
as a Christian, and as a valuable member of her church. 

Some churches may fear that an ageing newcomer (or long-term member) will bring (or have) 
increasing needs to be a recipient, rather than a giver, of caring. This is where churches could 
broaden their perspective. One very important way older women care is by supporting their 

churches. Many interviewees expressed concern about the future of the Christian church in this 

country, either because of falling attendance or due to perceived compromises the churches 

were making: 
I think we tend to pander too much to people. Instead of presenting them with a 
challenge. Because it's a challenge people need in this day. (Mary) 

For Mary, it was not the form of worship that troubled her (a frequent topic in churches when 

they do discuss older people) but the content. She felt that her "truth" was being left behind: 

JE: Do you find that because of the way the church has been going, and the 
way sermons have been going and moral standards have been going, is it more 
difficult to keep your faith because you have to do all the work? Or is the 
church still there being helpful in that regard? 
Mary: Well, no because you see, you realise that you have a part to play. You 
don't just go for what you get, you go for what you can give as well. And 
therefore you have a value in that respect. 

We recall from Chapter 8 that being active was one thing the interviewees pointed to as why 

they "belonged" to their particular church. "Doing" was highly valued by this group, and there 

was virtually no discussion of just "being" a Christian. As we discussed above, caring was 

ranked higher than receiving care; thus, the value of simply "being" in the church was not a 

concept these women were ready to embrace. ' 

9.6 Summary 

In this chapter, we have seen that caring was a key feature of the interviewees' identities and 

activities. It was something they took great pride in having done throughout their lives and that 

they were hoping to be able to continue in older age. Although there were almost always costs 

associated with caring, the women counted the benefits they received to be greater. Receiving 

6 The Methodist and Anglican churches have taken significant strides in the past several years to address 
these issues. See Chapter 1. 
' This may change in future years as today's younger women age. (See Chapter II 
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care was also a part of their lives, but one they were less comfortable with. Being able to 

reciprocate in some way made being a recipient acceptable, and several ways of reciprocating 
were identified. Being older women meant struggling with conflicting identities as complete 
carers and complete recipients, neither of which was true. The women's ongoing caring role and 
activities were often unrecognised by those around them, although this was more frequently the 

case in the local church than within the family. The interviewees found it challenging to balance 

the images of carer and recipient at church. 

In the course of analysing the interview data, we have refined the original definitions of 

community, connection, and caring. Now, we are able to say that "community" is a social place 

where meaningful things happen, that "connection" is coming together in relationship, and that 

44caring" is the active realisation of connection in community. The three themes are indeed 

intertwined, each being enhanced and nuanced by the other two. Barbara summed up the links 

neatly: 
I can't get along without people. And I need to have fairly close relationships. 
And I need to care about the people that I'm related with. 

In the next chapter, I will analyse the findings in light of feminist theologians' statements about 

women and community, connection, and caring, and then discuss what contributions older 

women could make to these ideas. This will lead to suggestions for churches to consider and act 

upon and to a tentative formulation of a Christian feminist practical theology of older women. 
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Chapter 10-Towards a Christian Feminist Practical Theology of Older Women 

The old women I know 
... hold their ground, anchoring every city church I 

know, like the force of gravity. I suspect that they hold theworld together. 
-Kathleen Norris' 

10.1 Introduction 

In the previous three chapters, we looked at the interviewees' experiences of and thoughts about 
community, connection, and caring, and saw how those experiences both illuminated and 

challenged certain ideas presented by Christian feminist theologians. In particular, we learned 

that while all three entities and processes were important to older women (thus supporting the 
theologians' claims for women in general), there were various times and ways in which 

community, connection, and caring were unsatisfactory-or even painful. Being marginalised, 

excluded, or denied autonomy, for instance, were not uncommon experiences. Further, older 

women's successes at initiating and maintaining communities, connections, and caring often 

went unrecognised. These complexities were evident in one particular community we looked at 
in detail: the local church. We saw that the local church could be both the source of difficulties 

and frustrations for older women as well as a rich resource for connection and caring. 

In this chapter, I will bring together the three dimensions of community, connection, and caring 
in older women's lives and show how the interviewees offered new insights beyond what 
feminist theologians have suggested, including nuances with respect to the more general issue of 

difference and diversity. I will take a deeper look at how local churches and older women are 

mutually important and suggest how churches may usefully employ ideas from this research. 

Finally, I will discuss why I think there should be a separate Christian feminist practical 

theology of older women, and what the important elements of such a theology Might be. 

10.2 Older women and community, connection, and caring 

In this section, I will return to some important findings from this study regarding particular 

issues related to community, connection, and caring. Each of these issues is central to a 

discussion of feminist theology; but, as we have seen, feminist theologians have not adequately 

addressed them with respect to older women. I will also clarify how my project complements 

and elaborates upon the work of the key forerunners identified in Chapter 2: Patricia Hubbert, 

Janet Ramsey and Rosemary Blieszner, and Joanna Gillespie. 

10.2.1 Key findings 

A common view of the social consequences of ageing is that '[s]ocial network size [i. e. 

community], degree of network participation [i. e. connection] and levels of perceived support 

1 Norris (I 998a: 309-3 10). 
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[i. e. caring received] ... 
decrease with age' (Cooper, et al., 1999: 4; annotations mine). We could 

add that perceived levels of care giving also decrease with age. As we saNv in the last three 
chapters, this ageist view of older people and community, connection, and caring is disputed by 

my findings. What are the key things we have discovered about older women and community, 
connection, and caring? What experiences of these do older women hold in common with all 
women, and what other experiences are unique to them? What do the answers to these questions 
add to our understanding of difference and diversity? 

i. Communi 

We have seen that, for the interviewees, community was a social place where meaningful things 
happened. They demonstrated their commitment to their communities by continuing to be 

involved, by being present, and by sacrificing other opportunities and options in order to keep 

those communities functioning. This is in keeping with feminist theologians' statements about 

community-it is a social ideal, superior to extreme individualism. 

By the parameters of this project, all of my interviewees belonged to at least one community: 
their local church. Most of them cited a number of other communities that they were a part of, 

with the family being at least as important as the church or any other. It could be that being a 

part of a community helps an individual stave off the perceived negative aspects of ageing. This 

was suggested to me by Winnie when she said that being actively involved 'gives us an 
incentive. It gives us something to look forward to. So it is helping us, you see .... It kept us 

alive. It kept us living. It kept us feeling that we were wanted, we were needed', and by Aleen 

when she commented that her involvement in community-based groups was a means of 

continuing to be 'of some use to [God) here'. This knowledge of the benefits of community 

participation is part of the "wisdom" of experience we discussed in Chapter 7. 

Furthermore, we saw that older women continue to build new communities for themselves as 

former ones cease to exist. This can be especially challenging if the woman is alone and a 

newcomer to a town, or if she feels marginalised in some way. Yet, it is vital. Being a member 

of a community (an "insider") contributes to a sense of belonging, which in turn helps an older 

woman establish and maintain her identity. Being known as individuals with names and with 

particular roles and connections is especially important because older women need to counter 

messages that they have little of value to contribute to society. Being integrated 'into society is 

important; older women struggle against society's habit of relegating them to the margins, as 

was eloquently stated by Phyllis, Mary, and others in Chapter 7. Certain communities and the 

connections in them give women a supportive base from which they can carry on with activities, 

such as caring, that confmn their identities. Furthermore, this increases the social capital of the 

community as a whole. 
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The sense of belonging and affirmation older women have as a result of membership in cerlain 
communities can also, in some cases, lead to a sense of interconnectedness on a larger scale. 

ii. Connection 

A key finding in Hubbert's study of older churchgoing women was that their networks of 

relationships were the most significant motivating forces in their lives (1991: 6). Indeed, for 

those women, maintaining connections was 'a sacred task' (86). We also learned of this "sacred 

connectedness" from Zappone. While she does not address ageing per se, Zappone makes many 

of the same points as Hubbert. A sacred connectedness was also overwhelmingly present in the 

lives of my interviewees. Indeed, being connected to others (often family members) was so 
important that when connections were lost, some women felt they were in hell: 

God is love and [being] excluded-that's hell. (pauses) And I mean, I think 
[when] you've had somebody die who's been very close. I think it was after 
that that I realised (laughs) that hell was being parted from love. (Gloria) 

Connections are complex, however, and certainly not all are either beneficial or enhance self- 

worth. Sarah recognised this: 

Family and ... relationships and ... the things that happen to them. I think that is 
hell.... 1 mean, terrible things happen to some people. Dreadful things. Dreadful 
sufferings and dreadful tragedies happen to some people, and that must be hell. 
So I think when you're dead, it must be heaven. You don't know anything. 

Whether hell is being excluded from loving relationships (Gloria) or embroiled in abusive 

relationships (Sarah) in this life, being connected to others was a basic fact of the interviewees' 

lives. This meant that persons (or other parties to the connections) were interdependent. Too 

often our society sees older women as entirely dependent; however, the women's lives 

contradict tl-Lis. At the same time, the women had a strong sense of their own autonomy. As 

Dollie reminded us, older women were agents with Eree will who could act (or not) as they 

chose, and this included accepting or rejecting other people's care. They experienced a 

relational form of autonomy that, for the most part, gave them the benefits of both connection 

and independence. 

The loss of important connections, either through personal physical decline or through the death 

of loved ones, was a very real part of the interviewees' lives. Because a woman's identity was 

shaped by her connections with others, she experienced grief both from the lost connection as 

well as from a loss of part of her identity. Making new connections was always possible (and 

frequently occurred), but increasing age made this difficult due to such things as decreased 

mobility, lack of transportation, and, sometimes, a lack of interest from others who might not be 

seeking new friendships. As a result, asserting one's own identity, as Sarah found, also became 
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a challenge. These are issues that feminist theologians have not accounted for in their 
enthusiasm over connection and connectedness. 

Hardy says that human relationships are 'structured by the presence and activity of God' and 
patterned on God's relationships with us (1996: 186). In this view, God is the working presence 
behind human relationships and therefore precedes them. However, as we learned in Chapter 4, 
in S61le's and Heyward's view, human relationships precede God's existence and call God into 
being. Either way, God is seen not as separate from us but connected to US. 2 God is therefore 
dependent upon our very existence. Though the interviewees and I did not discuss images or 

concepts of God, many of them expressed a feeling that God was present in their connections 

with others. For instance, they were able to "see" God in the caring actions of others. They also 
felt a strong sense of being directly connected to God. This seems to indicate that 

relationships-connections-are somehow tied up in one's experience of a transcendent life. 

Grey, too, recognises this when she writes of redemption (1989) and resurrection (I 999b). 

Neither can come about on an individual basis, but can only be achieved 'through the restoration 

of broken relationship' (1989: 10) in this life. 

For the interviewees, one of the key purposes of connections was to exchange caring and love. 

These women transfonned connections into opportunities to care and to receive care. They 

described this as living God's plan for their lives and doing God's work in this world. 

iii. Carin2 

As we read in Chapter 4, Cady says that '[flove is a mode of relating that ... create[s] a unity out 

of formerly detached individuals' and that 'the wider life created by love constitutes a 

community of persons' (1987: 14 1). 1 suggested that connection is itself an entity, apart from and 

in addition to the partners that constitute it. For Cady, love is not only the connection but also a 

process, a creative activity. It is the caring component of the community-connection-caring 

dynamic I have identified: 

In place of the traditional Christian focus on self-sacrificial love, I have 

proposed an alternative interpretation of love in which the primary aim is the 
creation, deepening, and extension of communal life.... In place of the 
autonomous individual, which has been the paradigin for both God and the 
human person, this interpretation of love suggests that an expansive relational 
process constitutes the core of both the person and the divine (1987: 147; 
emphasis mine). 

2 In a similar vein, Hampson (whom we saw in Chapter 2 is a post-Christian feminist theologian) explores 
what God might be for feminists. God-whatever God is-is not "an other" to humans but has only been 

conceived of in this way due to the limits of human imagination (Hampson, 1989: 38). She 'Writes, 'God 
does not need to be seen as separate from the self or our community. We may see God ... as coming into 
being through us, as we through God. God, though not one member of the web (or God would not be 
God), can be conceived as upholding the web, as present ... through the web [of relationships]' (37). 
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Therefore, the community that results from a process of loving connections (that is, we can %iew 
"community" as "a collection of loving connections") has an identity, a meaning, and a "life" of 
its own. For Welch (1985), when such communities take shape out of political resistance and 
solidarity, they have a power to act for social justice, a power that comes from working Nvith 
others rather than through domination over others. 3 What she calls the 'power of relatedness' 
(1985: 67) (i. e. connection) is transformed into 'the redemptive power of community' (45). For 

me, caring is that redemptive power. 

We saw in the interviewees' statements that, for many of them, two key Christian principles 
were (1) helping others and (2) maintaining good relationships with others. For some of the 

women (e. g. Millie), Christian beliefs and doctrines came first and acted as the impetus for 

performing caring acts. For other women (e. g. Barbara), the interaction was more complex and 
worked in a reciprocal and reinforcing fashion. (We will explore this a bit ftirther when we look 

at Hubbert, below. ) Through being connected with other people in communities and by caring 
for them, these interviewees (and others) experienced a deeper understanding of God and 
faith-and felt spurred on to build more relationships and to practice more caring acts. For me, 

such communities of older women have high levels of social capital, and this capital is available 

not only to the communities' members but also to outsiders with whom they choose to share it. I 

would suggest that older women's communities could be valuable resources of 'an expansive 

relational process' (Cady) that ultimately leads the world to redemption (cf. Welch). For older 

women, this redemptive power serves a reflexive purpose of keeping them integrated into larger 

society. 

One final point about caring. A persistent concern for feminists has been whether nurturing and 

caring are harmful to people or whether they lead to the full humanity of persons .4 Certainly, in 

many ways the gendering of caring roles in our society has been debilitating for many women, 

and even destructive if those roles become compulsory rather than freely chosen (see Chapter 

5). However, the results of my research and of others' (e. g. Altschuler, Ramsey and Blieszner) 

show that, for older women, caring can be a means to realising fiffl humanity if pursued with 
freedom of choice-both for the giver and for the recipient. Problems arise when assumptions 

are made about what is "best" for an individual (either giver or recipient) without first checking 

with her. For example, just as older women may be denied the opportunity to care for others, 

they are frequently denied the opportunity to care for themselves. Not being allowed to care, for 

herself or for others, is a problem for older women. 501der women are happy to receive care, 

3 Compare to Russell (1985b). (See Chapter 5. ) 
4 Thanks to Al McFadyen and Alister Mason, who raised this question early on in my project. 
' Would older men, especially churchgoing men, identify caring as a significant activity in their lives" Or. 
would they differ from older women in this respect? (Thanks to Anne Atkinson (Head of Care, The 
Sheltered and Residential Court of Lady Katherine Leveson, Temple Balsall) for this observation) 
Altschuler asks these and related questions about older men and caring in her conclusion (2001: 97). 
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provided it is their choice and does not detract from their identity as carers. Finding a means of 
reciprocity is important. "Care in the community" becomes a positive and meaningfill social 
objective if older women's communities are appropriately (i. e. with their input) identified. 
External. ly imposed definitions of community often create, rather than solve, problems. 6 

iv. Difference and diversit 

In Chapter 2, we learned that the topics of difference and diversity are very important to 
feminists and feminist theologians. We recall that "difference" is a rejection of the 

universalising of white women's experience in favour of a valuing of the diversity of 

experiences of all women (and all people)--and finding such differences enriching, 

empowering, and, ultimately, redemptive. 7 At the same time, this encompassing of so many 
"others" is acknowledged to be a challenge. In this project, we saw how many of the 
interviewees strove to understand people they did not agree with and to find ways to keep 

connected to them. They spoke of growing more tolerant, understanding, and accepting with 

age. Being committed to staying connected and working to keep communication lines open 

were values and practices that many of the women had developed over the years. For them, 

forgiveness was important-both to their relationships with other people and to their 

relationship with God. Although they were not speaking on a grand scale, nevertheless these 

women were open to--and sometimes even excited by-their encounters with those who were 

their "others". 

For Nancy, for example, non-Christians were "the other". They could be right-living, decent 

people, but they lacked a relationship with Christ. Even so, she was fiiendly and helpful to 

them. For Barbara, difference opened a world of opportunities: 

I like to mix with people of different outlooks ... because it can get a bit 
monotonous. I think it can get so that you don't make any progress because you 
are never seeing anything new. I used to find those pottery classes-where I got 
all these often quite young people and young mothers and elderly ladies-I 
found that really invigorating mentally. We had great discussions while we 
were doing pots .... You could sometimes have outrageous conversations, but 
they were different. And they were thought-provoking. 

Gloria also thought difference was a good thing: 

I'm just interested in what other people are thinking because it's going to add 
some richness. You might not agree with everything, but there's always 
something rich to be had out of listening to other people. 

This 'clear-sighted appreciation [ofl and commitment to the other' (Grey, 1999a: 15) is an 

important contribution older women can make to feminist theologians' arguments of the value 

61 recognise that in some cases older women may have to have decisions made for them, but these are in 
the minority. 
71 use this last term in a broad sense here, not necessarily restricted to Christian interpretations. 
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of difference and diversity and of the feasibility of striving to attain it on a larger scale. This is 
especially so given that older women are often assumed to share the same experiences (e. g. of 
dependency) and the same viewpoints (e. g. on moral issues). 

10.2.2 Relation to previous studies 
In Chapter 2,1 introduced three studies that were forerunners to my own. Hubbert, Ramsey and 
Blieszner, and Gillespie all looked at ordinary, churchgoing older women 8 and considered 
questions of spirituality and/or congregational life. Each researcher discovered that community, 
connection, and/or caring were important features of older women's experiences of spirituality 
and of church life, and throughout the course of this thesis we have encountered many of their 

specific findings and interpretations. Now, I will show how my project carries forward the work 
of these investigations. 

i. Hubbert 

In Chapter 4,1 said that I was interested in whether older women's experiences of Christianity 

might be the source, or the consequence, of an ethic of connection (and community and caring). 
Among her respondents, Hubbert found what she termed an "elderly, womanly" approach to life 

that was relationship-oriented and that reflected the women's spirituality. That word "reflected" 

is important. Whereas Hubbert began with specific questions of spirituality (and theology and 
liturgical practice) and arrived at understandings of community and connection (e. g. '[p]atterns 

of belief and modes of action were overwhelmingly dependent upon an ethic of relationships'), 

my project has moved in the reverse direction, uncovering notions of a spirituality (or theology) 

arisingfrom experiences of conununity, connection, and caring. This is not to say that older 

women's beliefs and/or spirituality are either the source of or the result of experiences and 

actions only. The two sets of findings raise the possibility that there is a reflexive process at 

work, and that the questions a researcher starts with merely tend to emphasise one direction of 

influence over the other. What is important here is the interplay between an older churchgoing 

woman's beliefs and her experiences of community, connection, and caring. 10 

As noted previously, " one of the topics Hubbert investigated was the relationslýiip of older 

women to the church. Her research focused primarily on "big" issues in "the Church": the 

subservience and essentialising of women, the ordination of women, the use of inclusive 

8 Gillespie considered all adult women in the congregations she investigated, not only older women. 
9 Hubbert (1991: 6; emphasis mine). 
10 Altschuler asked her older women respondents to name the source of their 'value of doing good deeds 
or helping others' (2001: 85). Of the four explanations given-having a significant relative who set an 
example of caring, having care-giving responsibilities, having experienced and/or witnessed social 
injustice, and having perceived gender differences (90-9 I)-none is explicitly linked to religious beliefs 
or faith. Yet, for at least some of her respondents, caring was defined as 'mature identity, the ultimate 
spiritual goal' (88). We could then postulate that spirituality is also, for some women, a motivation to 
care. 
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language, and a lack of clergy training regarding older women's needs. In my projectý on the 
other hand, I focused on the relationship of older women to their local churches as specific 
communities. Both Hubbert and I uncovered instances of older women feeling marginallsed and 
ignored, which resulted in dissatisfaction and fi-astration. Nevertheless, Hubbert reports a 
generally positive view of the church, saying that her respondents saw it as 'a living, breathing, 

nurturing extension of the secular community' (1991: 84). My interviewees had a more mixed 
view. Even so, Hubbert's statement is an ideal the churches could strive for, provided they take 

older women's needs and contributions into account. 12 

There appears to be a strong corTelation between these two research projects, both indicating the 

synergy of connection, fellowship, and ideas of Christian faith among older churchgoing 
women. Additionally, the fact that there is this strong correlation between projects that studied 
older women in two different environments (i. e. a semi-rural village [Hubbert] and a mid-size 

city [my own]) leads us to speculate that such findings could be true of many, if not most, older 

churchgoing women in Britain today. 

ii. Rarnsgy and Blieszner 

Ramsey and Bliesmer identified three primary themes as a result of their analysis of interviews 

with older churchgoing women. These were 'the importance of community in the lives of the 

elderly women, the significance of affect [i. e. emotions] in their understanding of their faith and 

their experiences, and the relational aspects of their faith' (2000: 47; annotation mine). The first 

and last of these are directly relevant to my own research and support my findings. (The 

remaining theme, affect, was not one I studied. ) 

The importance of community to their respondents was a surprise to Ramsey and Blieszner, as 

they found that the literature on spirituality usually focuses on the individual. For their older 

women, community was 'more a world of meaning than a form of social activity' (58). Among 

other benefits, community life contributed to 'a positive self-image' (48) and offered an arena 

for the exchange of love (i. e. care). In particular, 'the faith community was integral to their 

spirituality and a vital component of their general resiliency. They consider[ed] their life 

together to be an essential aspect of their spiritual lives, not an alternative choice for religious 

practice' (47). My interviewees also found communities, both church and non-church, to be 

places of meaning. The local church especially was a place for experiencing the fellowship of 

other Christians, which many of the women considered to be indispensable to maintaining their 

faith in older age. We also saw in my findings that community life often presented problems for 

older women, something Ramsey and Blieszner did not report. The churches should be aware of 

11 Chapter 2. 
12 See 'A different set of practices for local churches', below. 
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both the importance of a spiritual community for older women (not only desirable but a source 
of "resiliency") and that there can be difficulties. 

Ramsey and Blieszner also pointed out that, although their respondents spoke of faith mainly in 
relational terms, they were also comfortable with abstract thought (59). The Nvomen Nvere, in 

effect, "doing theology" (56). The respondents apparently successfully (and without any 
difficulty) were able to integrate both the emotional and the intellectual aspects of their faith. 

This was also true of some of my interviewees, such as Veeve and Barbara, who discussed the 

necessary integration of beliefs and actions, blending the practical with the theoretical. This sits 

well with Heyward's definition of Christian theology as 'the Christian's attempt to give 

meaning, by words or other symbols, to the human-divine relation as she experiences it' 

(1982: 12). Those "other symbols" could include the acts of caring undertaken and received by 

older women, and the "words" they use to express how caring works in their lives. Care is 

something that Ramsey and Blieszner say is evident in both the community life and the 

connections in their respondents' lives, as it was in the lives of my interviewees. 

Finally, the authors brought together the three elements of community, connection, and caring 

when they suggested that 'as we age, we may also be resilient because we arejoined in lolve and 

based in community' (2000: 60; emphasis mine). This supports a developing theology of older 

women based on the themes of community, connection, and caring. My research also shows that 

this is the strength of older age for (at least some) older women. Could it then be the praxis of 

the churches to foster this for all older women, especially those who do not presently have 

positive experiences of community, connection, and caring? 

Both Hubbert's and Ramsey and Blieszner's studies emphasised the spiritual strength and 

resiliency of older Christian women. Rather than focusing only on those experiences of older 

women that are problematic-a frequent failing of research among older people-they also 

show the positive ones. These studies serve as examples of the resources many older women 

have with which to live satisfying, productive lives. My research, I believe, also does this, while 

pointing out specific problem areas, too. 

iii. Gillespi 

Gillespie studied the congregational life of women of all ages, and, as was noted earlier in tl-ýs 

thesis, generational differences were one of her most significant findings. (We will explore this 

topic in greater depth in the final chapter of the thesis. ) Her discovery of how older women 

defined "belonging" to their local churches as being through 'activities rather than by internal, 

private spiritual experience' (1992: 197) bears a strong similarity to my own findings (see 

Chapter 8). Older women want their work at church to be recognised and valued by others. 
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When they eventually give up this work, they suffer the double pains of losing a pan of their 
identity at church and of seeing the lack of interest among younger women in taking over 
(Gillespie, 1992: 201). A number of my interviewees, most notably Florence, expressed similar 
feelings about belonging and church work- 

Like Ramsey and Blieszner, GiRespie found women's 

expression of "theology"... is indeed a spirituality expressible only in relational 
terms. These women see themselves as "doing" theology (insofar as they 
connect their own actions with a type of thought usually associated with clergy) 
in terms of service or "giving", in terms of spiritual relationships, and in deep 
bonds of identity with the faith and narrative of their congregation (1992: 211 - 212). 

It was the same for my interviewees. Also, I saw them "doing theology" in their experiences of 
fellowship-not only in their present congregation but also with prior congregations or with 
Christianity in general. Further, the interviewees and I were all theologians, because 'anyone 

who in any way tries to understand their [sic] situation in the light of faith in the contemporary 

world is doing theology' (Pattison, 2000: 137). Although they would be unlikely to make such a 
formulation-and highly unlikely to claim the mantle of theologian for themselves-my 
interviewees readily spoke of "living" (i. e. "doing") their Christianity in their communities, in 
their connections, and in their activities of caring, both within and outside of their churches. 

We have seen how certain key topics within feminist theologians' discussions of commuruty, 

connection, and caring are realised in older women's lives, and how older women's lives raise 
issues not addressed by feminist theologians. Now we will look in detail at one key community 
in the interviewees' lives: the local church. 

10.3 The local church as a particular community of connection and caring 
As the findings showed, the family and the local church were the two most important 

conununities in the interviewees' lives. The role of the family in older people's lives has been 

covered extensively in the social gerontological literature (e. g. Phillipson, et al., 2001), and we 

saw its importance to the interviewees in Chapters 7,8, and 9. Because the role of the local 

church has received less attention 13 and because I wish to focus on it as a key part of a practical 

theology of older women, I will now discuss it at some length. Here, we will see not only how 

and why the local church is important to older women, but also how and why older women are 

(or should and could be) important to local churches, and how local churches can respond to this 

information with a new set of practices. 

13 Jerrome (1989,1992) is a notable exception. 
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10.3.1 The importance of local churches to older women 
The local church is a significant social place for many older women because it is here that the), 
build and maintain community life, create and sustain connections, and care for and care about 
other people and things. Fellowship and a sense of belonging are important benefits gained from 

membership in the church community, as is a sense of the woman's ongoing value as a 
Christian-no matter her ability to actively contribute. In the local church, older women hope to 
be cared about and cared for on an equal footing with other members. 

These findings about the importance of the local church are also supported on a medical level. 
Churches are places where older people can usually find social support or welfare services 
(Ellison and Levin, 1998: 705), in addition to a sense of community and connections with people 
who will care about and for them. Although the actual factors that contribute to this result may 

not be known-and because there are also, for some persons, negative consequences to religious 
involvement (Ellison and Levin, 1998: 710,714ý-the fact that there are benefits for many older 

people is further support for enhancing the connections older women have with churches. 

Chester and Smith (1996) found, as I did, that there are many reasons why older women attend 

church, including worship (spiritual care), the social interaction of a community (connection), 

and the welfare services or volunteer activities that are on offer (giving and receiving caring). 
Being a part of a church community was very important to the interviewees, for several reasons: 
in particular, friendship, fellowship, worship, and caring were cited. O'Brien also discovered 

this in the spiritual community she investigated: 14 

The women I interviewed pointed to what will support their spiritual quest in 
the presence of personal and social change in old age. Emphasis was on the 
need for the continuation of a caring and celebratory community, a community 
which nurtured the spiritual search through a respect for solitude and privacy 
while encouraging meaningful relationships to sustain a sense of connectedness 
of self to God, to others, to the larger world, and to the earth (1996: 13). 

As we saw in Chapter 8, fellowship is very important to older women. Meetings and events that 

might be seen, by outsiders, as primarily or exclusively social (e. g. luncheon clubs) were 

identified as fellowship gatherings by the participants. 15 Although fellowship was sometimes 

found outside a Christian context (e. g. Veeve and her lip-reading class), most often it was 

sought and found among gatherings of Christians-and these gatherings usually occurred either 

at the local church or under its auspices. This makes the local church vital to older women, as it 

is often the only place they can experience fellowship, something they value highly. 

14 O'Brien interviewed 30 American women, aged 60 to 80, who were members of 'an international lay 

movement of women known as the Grail, which has its roots in Roman Catholicism but Is presently 
ecumenical and interdenominational' (1996: 5). 
15 A finding also discovered by Brierley (2000: 40). 
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This project's empirical findings showed that older women did not encounter ageism to the 
same extent in their church communities as they did in society at large. In general, they did feel 
accepted. For instance, the interviewees were less likely to lose their identity as carers, and more 
likely to have their ongoing role as carers recognised. Even so, a number of the women I spoke 
with (e. g. Dollie, Karen, and Sarah) had experienced times when they felt marginalised or even 
excluded from their local church. Having what should be a "safe haven" from the ageism of 
society at large turn out to be an unwelcoming or unsupportive place was especially painful. 
Again, churches should be aware of their uniqueness in this regard among society's institutions 

and be especially sensitive to newcomers and other older women who may, from time to tune, 
feel on the fringes of church communities due to reasons such as inconsistent attendance. 

Although we know that older women as a group constitute a large proportion of many church 

congregations, we know less about their individual patterns of attendance. It would be a mistake 
to assume that all churchgoing older women attend their own local church exclusively or 

weekly. Many older women, especially those who are still physically very active, may not 

attend their local church as regularly as other members of any age. This seemingly contradictory 

statement is supported by this project's data (e. g. Barbara, Ruth) which showed that older 

women who are regular churchgoers might attend different churches when out of town or when 

visitors come. Also, if grand/children do not wish to attend, or if it is logistically complicated to 

do so, grand/mothers may opt to stay home and miss worship services. 

As Barbara noted, she was sometimes made to feel that she was less involved in the life of the 

church because of such absences. Yet her church community and connections remain very 

important to her and to the many other older people who are mobile-more mobile than 

previous generations of older people were. ' 6 Churches need to be aware of this lifestyle and of 

members' travel patterns and be prepared to renew connections from the church side as well as 

from the older person's side (Brierley, 2000: 40). Also, two of the women I interviewed (Dollie 

and Janet) were not formal members of their congregations; nevertheless, they still considered 

themselves to be good friends (if not "family members") of their churches. Churches need to 

recognise that older women like this want to feel a sense of belonging, whether or not they are 

prepared to formalise the connection. 

Interestingly, whereas Brierley found that 'for churchgoers the church is where they sense 

belonging, and virtually nowhere else' (2000: 13), 'in contrast, most of my interviewees also 

found belonging in family (e. g. Betty, Winnie) and fiiendship (e. g. Janet, Tess) connections. It 

could be that Brierley's respondents did not have strong family/friendship ties, or that because 
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the focus of the research was on church that family and friends did not receive much attention, 
or that many of the respondents (36 per cent) were men who perhaps gave different answers 
from the women. Nevertheless, their church connections werevery important to them, and 
perhaps for a few individuals the most important connections they had. I would, however, 
largely agree with Brierley's conclusion that 'belonging in church only works if a person "does" 

church regularly' (2000: 14). Certainly those women, like Dolores, who have less regular contact 
with their churches were among those who felt a weakened sense of belonging. 

Finally, the local church is important to older women because it is seen as an outpost of 
certainty in a society that many believe has lost its moral compass. Brierley reports that the vast 
majority of older people, both churchgoers and non-churchgoers, find the church to be relevant. 
Reasons given included 'guidance and moral leadership', 'God's forgiveness', and the 'teaching 

of peace and loving our neighbour' (2000: 20)-all of which were believed to be needed by 

society today. This is a view my interviewees would support wholeheartedly, and partly 

explains why they were puzzled and concerned that younger generations were not attending. 
Further, older women 'wish their children and grandchildren to find what they have found in the 

church' (Ramsey and Blieszner, 2000: 54), be this Christian teaching or fellowship through 

social and devotional activities. Barbara, for instance, had had a very positive experience of 

youth groups when she was a teenager, and she was disappointed that her children and 

grandchildren did not share tl-ýs. The interviewees were worried about the future of the church 

as an institution (and often for their own declining congregations) because they could point to 

its importance in their own lives-both past and present. 

10.3.2 The importance of older women to local churches 

The women I interviewed were--overwhehydngly-very determined to remain part of their 

local churches. They expected to continue to participate in the church's own work of 

community, connection, and caring no matter their age or physical or living situation. This may 

be due to a strong sense of community and connection ('I belong here') or of ownership ('This 

is my church-no matter what unpleasant things happen, I can outlast them'), or because 

carving a place in that particular community involved so much effort that the altemative- 

seeking another church home-would be too much work and of doubtfal success. They were 

not likely to give up lightly, as seen in the number of interviewees who expressed great concern 

and reluctance over (what they saw as) the inevitability of someday having to change churches. 

There were, for many of the women, instances when they felt on the fringes or excluded, but 

this was rarely enough of a problem to cause them to leave a particular congregation. 

16 It would be interesting to discover whether younger, unmarried people-who may also travel 
frequently-have their absences "excused" more readily. Are older people expected to "stay put", and 
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What older women can offer the churches as a gift or even a blessing goes beyond the practical 
tasks (e. g. catering, clerical work) that many clergy and male members are willing to delegate. 
Their loyalty and interest are resources to be tapped, as older women may have ideas on how to 
maintain and grow their churches. 17 Sometimes these ideas arise from sharing stories of faith 
journeys, '[o]ne of the most important contributions older persons make to a Christian 

community' (Fischer, 1998: 73). Fischer adds, '[t]here are dimensions of the Gospel, aspects of 
love, courage, faith, and fidelity, which only the old can sacramentalize for the human 

community' (1998: 19). Veeve, Nancy, Amelia, Millie, and Hazel all spoke of overcoming 
hardships and disappointments and of being able to trace a pattern of caring (both God's and 

other people's) in their lives. These experiences, as well as lifetimes of Christian practice and 

membership in fellowship communities, had enriched their reflections on their faith, giving 
them insights not readily available (at least, in the same way) to younger people. " 

Older women should be encouraged to share these experiences because theirs are the voices of 

authority. Because they have lived longer lives and gained more experiences, older women have 

an important role in their churches as 'Interpreters-in-community of [the] Christian tradition' 

(Duck, 1995: 9). We may even consider some of them to be prophets, if we use Maitland's 

definition that '[t]he traditional prophet has always been someone who belongs within a system 

and pronounces judgment from that position of belonging' (1983: 127-128). As Kolden writes: 

[W]ho better to bear witness to the truth of Christ than the older members of 
the community? Persons who in faith have known joy and sorrow, meaning and 
meaninglessness, self-sacrifice and undeserved blessing, the deaths of loved 
ones and the births of new family members-and who have reflected on this as 
worshipers and learners with divine vocations as stewards of God's good 
creation-will transmit the tradition with integrity and effectiveness (1995: 493 - 
494). 

Nevertheless, this loyalty should not be taken for granted by churches. Continuing to attend 

services and meetings may not be an indication that all is well but rather a sign of a bond with 

the past and/or a reluctance to change, and clergy and others charged with pastoral care should 

assess each woman's situation individually. Older women's "devotion to an institution" 

(Gillespie, 1992: 184) may outweigh their frustrations and disappointments, forcing them to 

cope but not be satisfied. 

Another reason older women are important to local churches is that they contribute the work of 

love. This is regularly done through such basic things as their 'immediate relationships and 

household tasks performed in a spirit of love' (Rudd, 1988: 9). Rudd believes that '[flhis 

criticised when they do not? 
17 Churches should beware: younger women in Briitain (the future's older women) are more mobile and 
take a more consumer-oriented attitude towards religious practice, and therefore may not have such a 
deep concern for growing their local churches. (See Chapter 11. ) 
18 See also Norris (1998a: 243). 
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exercise of love is that means by which we can help to neutralize, to absorb, some of the conflict 
and hatred in today's world' (10). Many of the interviewees were, already, "pastoral agents" (E 
Graham, 1993), enacting God's caring as they encountered others in their lives-in some cases, 

even incarnating God for others in their churches, neighbourhoods, and families. This 

incarnation was not only in the more obvious role of giving caring, but also in the role of 

receiving caring. Indeed, God and Christ are incarnated in us when we are the recipients of 

others' caring activities. 19 Both roles-of carer and cared for-reflect God's nature (E Graham, 

1993). More older women could be encouraged to take on this vital role of bringing and 

enacting God (and Christ) for others, thus creating and maintaining connections. This would be 

a significant contribution in a theology that sees the entire world as interconnected. 

By contributing to the work of love, older women are indicating (overtly or by implication) that 

our communities today, including the local churches, are or could be resurrection communities. 

The life of the world to come could be here, today-as much if not more than after death. Grey 

uses the term resurrection as a metaphor for 'a way of reflective living and action' (I 999b: 114). 

For her, '[flhepraxis of resurrection ... means beginning here and now' (114; author's 

emphasis). For her and for other feminist theologians, 'the praxis of resurrection is the ethical 

response to a competitive, individualistic world. It is a local-level, community-oriented, daily- 

enacted response that judges the world, finds it wanting, and seeks to repair it' (Eldred, 

2000: 3) . 
20 Furthermore, just as the resurrected community of Christian believers is incomplete 

unless everyone is included, so it is in this earthly life with the community of all creation: 'the 

absence of a single individual spoils the whole' (Maitland, 1983: 188). Indeed, the resurrected 

community is impossible unless everyone is redeemed, which is what Grey means when she 

writes of 'redemptive relatedness' (1989: 176). This goes beyond an awareness of 

interconnectedness and interdependence, beyond a call for liberation and justice, to praxis-a 

deliberate acting out by individuals, communities, and all humanity of the kinds of relationships 

that can redeem the world. As Heyward says, 

the power in relation is good-redemptive-in and for the present world. Our 

redemption is our justice, between and among persons whose relation to 

neighbor as self is our fundamental, constitutive and overwhelnýng prionty in 

the world. There is no greater a commandment, no more effective an act 
(1982: 132). 

Some of the interviewees (e. g. Phyllis, Edith) touched on this idea when they commented that, 

in the face of large-scale destruction and conflict, they did what they could in their comer of the 

world and hoped it would contribute to a greater whole. Even more, Barbara was actively 

19 'For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a 

stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of 

me, I was in prison and you visited me.... Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these 

who are members of my family, you did it to me' (Matthew 25: 35-36,40). 
20 A copy of this paper is bound into the back of this thesis. 
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working to spread this message among the individuals around her. Could local churches tap into 
such understandings and praxis and employ them to help deliver the Christian message? 

Hubbert concludes that, 

by failing to acknowledge the relationship-based vision of ministry and 
community held by the elderly women who comprise the bulk of their 
congregations, the churches have become increasingly distanced from those 
congregations. By listening to older women, by hearing their hopes for, and 
expectations of, the church, by incorporating these into the traditional male- 
based visions of church, the churches could inject new life, a new concern, a 
new vitality into their clerical training, their ministers and their ministry, and 
become more truly communities of mutual care and concern (1991: 89). 

By learning from older women, local churches may find ways to ensure their own survival and 
means of thriving in the future-as communities that recognise their essential connectedness 

and that enact caring in creative and mutually empowering ways for all of their members. 
Christianity could even be redeemed for future generations. 

10.3.3 A different set of practices for local churches 
From everything we have learned up to this point, the connection between older women and 
local churches is (or is desired to be) strong. Nevertheless, there are weaknesses, and a different 

set of practices is called for. Here, I will suggest how churches can employ a heightened 

awareness of older women, tap into their resources, and meet their needs and desires. 

i. Employing a heightened awareness of older women 
Churches need to strike a balance between seeing their older constituents as 'ordinary members 
[of churches] and in a special category' (Chester and Smith, 1996: 27), as well as a balance 

between seeing them as individuals and as members of a group with common concemS. 2 ' The 

point here is to consider both older persons' equivalent standing with an other Christians and 

the particular needs and gifts they bring to their church conununities. 

When a church (locally or corporately) makes changes--organisational, liturgical, or in 

policy-is it actively attempting to bring its older members along by first acknowledging and 

honouring the past and then bringing older members into the new picture? Is it explicitly 

showing older people how they can engage with "the new", whatever that is? Of course, not all 

older persons will want to come along for whatever reason, but churches need to be aware and 

make every effort to incorporate them. Churches need to send out a clear message that older 

women are a welcome and valued part of the faith community-even if some of those women 

disagree with changes. Older women's loyalty is too often taken for granted and their silence 

taken for assent. 
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Take the example of modem versus traditional forms of worship, which was touched on in most 
of the interviews. Some of the interviewees enthused about their enjoyment of modem songs 
and styles of worship. Not one said that such worship forms alienated her as an older woman. 22 
This is interesting, because existing texts (e. g. Webber, 1990; Jewell, 2001) about older people 
and the churches stress that, in general, older people prefer traditional worship styles, liturgies, 

and music, either because of familiarity or because 'older ideas 
... are still spiritually precious 

and creative' for them (House of Bishops of the General Synod of the Church of England, 
1986: 35). Churches will have to learn the preferences of their particular constituencies of older 
persons and of their individual members. 

The degree of involvement an older woman has with her local church is often related to how 

comfortable she feels within that community. For instance, Betty was a long-term, happy 

member of her church and she chose to stay very involved in order 'to know what's going on'. 
Florence, however, several years older than Betty and a member of a different church, had made 
a conscious choice to step back and to let others take over the work she had done for many 

years. Less happily, a few of the women had made a conscious choice to be on the periphery of 
their church community, either because of other commitments (e. g. Janet), because they did not 

want to be involved in cliques (e. g. Karen), or because they feared repeated insensitivity (e. g. 
Dollie). 

Quite a few of the women talked about problems they had had as newcomers to a church, and 
being welcomed by both fellow congregants and clergy. Even a woman who felt that she 
definitely belonged to her church (Dora) commented on a minister who ignored her and her 

needs. Some hurts went particularly deep and continued to be felt long after certain incidents 

had happened. From this, churches can be aware of the various and sometimes deeply hidden 

reasons why some older women are less involved in the life of a congregation than are others. 

Not only is this important from a pastoral perspective (for the individual woman concerned), but 

it can also shed light on the dynamics of a particular congregation. Not all older women who 

complain are merely cranky; some could have useful insights that clergy and church councils 

could take note of 

It is important to note that not all difficulties older people have with their church communities 

result from either changes in worship fon-ns, or in reduced interaction with fellow members. Just 

as congregants of any age, older Christian churchgoers may experience crises of faith that they 

21 The same, of course, could be said for church members of any age, race, or other sort of category we 
might want to look at. 
22 The only concern along this line, which we saw raised by Aleen in particular, is that the evangelical 
interviewees saw the churches as avoiding or abandoning traditional (i. e. conservative) teachings. 
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are ashamed to mention (Church of England General Synod Board for Social Responsibility, 
1990a), personality conflicts with other members (John Williams, 1992) or with the pastor, or a 
wide variety of other personal problems. In the same way, problems with mobility and health 
can occur at any age and aren't restricted to the old (Webber, 1990). 

What other assumptions do churches and their members make about older women? 3 Ageism 

not only takes the form of exclusionary or discriminatory behaviours; it can also exist in 

positive-seen-iing views, such as the notion that older women have their faith "sorted" and do 

not have questions or doubts. In fact, older women may not be given the space to share their 

spiritual doubts (a point raised by Veeve), and some may keep silent if feeling threatened by 

either confident young persons or by enthusiastic, newly converted Christians. Further, churches 
need to be aware that people do come to church for the first time in older age, and that these 

persons will have many questions and be far from having their beliefs sorted out. Older women 
in this position will need as much attention, if not more, than younger "seekers" who will have 

potentially more years in front of them. 24 

ii. Tqpping the resources of older women 
One of the simplest ways any church can tap into the resources of older women is to visit, talk 

to, and especially listen to them. Their experiences are a great gift, one of many potential gifts 

they have to offer. A few of the interviewees (speaking personally, not universally, of some 

older women) remarked that a firmness of faith and an assurance of beliefs could come through 

an older woman's sharing of her faith j ourney (as noted above). Chester and Smith raise the 

question, however, "[is] this a defence of firmly held personal values by someone confident of 

what she [has] and what she [has] to offer or, less positively, [is] it an expression of her 

inflexibility and her regret at her contribution being undervalued? " (1996: 25). This distinction 

needs to be determined by older people themselves, perhaps in dialogue with their fellow 

congregants. As with liturgical forms, this dialogue would provide an opportunity for both older 

women and fellow congregants and clergy to examine the details of the churchgoing experience 

for older women and perhaps even to hear prophetic voices. 

Brierley found that 'it is only when people get to 85 or over that their contribution [to church] 

tends to drop significantly' (2000: 30)-well past the age that society in general might assume 

contributions decline or cease. As we saw in the last three chapters, the interviewees considered 

themselves to be active members of their congregations, even if their levels of physical activity 

or frequency of attendance were reduced. For the older woman who is severely restricted due to 

illness or disability, "[h]er positive acceptance of her situation [can be] the vital gift she gives to 

23 Thanks to Rev. Sheila Bishop (Methodist), who suggested the ideas in this paragraph. 
24 Spriggs (1998) discusses the importance and value of evangelical activity among older people. 
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others" (Chester and Smith, 1996: 25)--although it is important not to imply that anyvvornan of 
any age should accept her lot for "our" own comfort. Churches could inter-view such older 
women to determine what sorts of contributions they felt capable of making, with both sides of 
the conversation thinking creatively. 

Finally, in the section on the importance of older women to local churches (above), we noted 
older women's work of love and their understanding of building the resurrection community 
here and now. 

iii. MectinR the needs and desires of older women 
What can churches do to enhance older women's experiences of community, connection, and 

caring and thus meet their most basic needs and desires with respect to the local church? Firstly, 

they can be aware of newcomers. In our mobile society, many older women are relocating their 
homes to new towns and cities. Churches can make them welcome not only by greeting them on 
their first day at worship or another event, but also by asking them to share their church 
background and to tell of any strong church connections in their past. These may be very 

significant and might reveal much about a woman's needs and abilities. Then, churches can find 

out how an older woman newcomer would like to be involved in her new church home-and act 

on this infonnation. 

What will require more effort from churches will be watching for older women who may be 

feeling excluded or on the margins but not speaking up. Certain long-term members might fall 

into this category. It isn't only housebound members who may feel isolated, although special 

concern should be taken to continue to involve housebound older women in the life of the 

church community. Older women having a transportation problem or feeling left out of changes 

at the church may also feel excluded. Sensitive church members and clergy will ask these 

women what would help them to feel more strongly connected to their churches-and again, 

take action. 

Older women who have lost a partner or special friend are vulnerable, particularly as the 

majority of older women live alone (often a consequence of this loss). We saw in Chapter 8 that 

the loss of such significant persons in a woman's life can damage or sever her sense of 

belonging and connection. Churches should be prepared to be sensitive and helpful in such 

circurnstances-especially many months after the loss, when the older woman may still be 

feeling its effects. Help and support could come not only from clergy but also from other older 

women who have experienced similar losses. 
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The theologies of ageing of Fischer, Knutsen, Larsen, and King (which we looked at in Chapter 
2) all discuss the importance of ritual and the use of appropriate and meaningful scriptural 
resources. 2' Rituals, they claim, are important to mark the significant events of growing older, 
such as retirement (from paid employment or from church volunteering), moving home, and 
passing on a legacy to younger persons: 

A great deal of the isolation, loneliness, poverty, and sense of shame in the 
human experience of aging ... has to do with the fact that there are virtually no 
rituals through which people corporately enact and celebrate the major 
transitions in life, nor celebrate the reality and presence of the aging and elderly 
among us. Rather, the process of aging is privatized, hidden away, and even 
rendered shameful, depriving all persons of any sense that their own futures 
might have a richly human face (Knutsen, 1995: 477). 

Ritual, Knutsen says (citing Myerhoff), may 'even bring people unexpectedly into the 

presence of the living God.... And that is something no theology can ever do' (1995: 478). This 
is significant, because it takes these theologies out of the realm of the theoretical and into the 

world of practice and 'draw[s] people together in order to create firesh perspectives on the 

transitions of aging. Through such rituals, women and men, old and young, can nurture one 

another's growth toward a transformed vision of human life and community' (Kimble, et al., 
1995: 387). In this sense, these theologies of ageing (women) are in keeping with feminist 

religious praxis in general, from which we have seen the development of numerous liturgies and 

prayers. Here is an opportunity for churches to work with older women, tapping into their 

experiences and insights in order to meet their needs and desires. I join in advocating the 

development of rituals for and with older women in the churches and the involvement of 

persons of all generations in the churches. As more of these rituals are developed and take place, 

this could be a rich field for future research, studying how they work for different older women. 

Hubbert gives us a final suggestion of what the churches can do to meet the needs of older 

women: 
The expressed desire for more personal contact with their pastors reflected the 
need of the elderly women to belong to the church community, and to be 
valued by that community, despite the age-imposed low level of participation 
or contribution (1991: 63). 

There was also a strong desire for these pastoral visits from ministers to include 'a formal 

spiritual dimension' in addition to the purely social (63). Pastoral visits from fellow members or 

lay leaders, while important, do not entirely fulfil the need to be recognised and valued by the 

clergy. 

25 For example, '[t]he biblical account of Ruth and her mother-M-law Naomi and their loyalty and love is 
an empowering example for women facing widowhood or who have chosen to remain unmarried' 
(Larsen, 1995: 250). 
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Although I did not set out to examine the spirituality or faith lives of older women per se, this is 
an area that was hinted at by a number of the interviewees. These women mentioned either a 
continuing need for religious teaching in older age (e. g. Rebecca, Aleen) or a sense that they 
themselves continue to gain new insights about their faith (e. g. Millie, Veeve). It has been 
suggested that 'many churches pay attention only to maintaining people's current levels of 
religious experience and faith rather than encouraging spiritual growth. In other words, churches 
do little to prepare people spiritually for the rigors of old age' (McFadden, 1999: 145). 1 NN'ould 
challenge the idea that churches are even doing the basics of maintaining older people's current 
levels of religious experience and faith. Churches need to address the spiritual growth of all 
people and to teach all people about the spiritual implications of ageing. While I strongly agree 
with this, I also want to emphasise that older people in particular need to be targeted with and 
involved in developing such teaching, so that it does not end up being directed only at younger 
and middle-aged persons. There is a growing awareness of this need, and a number of 
organisations, resource centres, dioceses, researchers, and authors are working diligently to 

meet it. Nevertheless, there is much work still to be done, and training of clergy is a key element 

of this. 

If churches are honest with themselves, then they should ask (as I did in Chapter 1) why older 

women continue to attend services and meetings and to support the church structure in so many 

ways when the churches themselves do not explicitly validate their experience or affirm them as 

persons and as Christians. If the answer is that older women find conununity, connection, and 

caring despite the church's ageism and neglect (and, in some cases, veiled hostility), then the 

next question is, how long can such a situation continue? Wise church leaders and members will 

act now, if only for their own sake. As we will see in the next chapter, tomorrow's older women 

(the younger and mid-life women of today) are not likely to be so forgiving of or loyal to 

systems that do not affirm them. While issues such as women's ordination and inclusive 

language-areas where the critical edge of feminist theology has been addressing in/exclusion 

of women-may not have been important to my interviewees, they are likely to be significant 

for future generations of older women. 

Throughout this project, I have been concerned with how the infonnation and conclusions might 

be made available to a wider, non-academic audience. To this end, I have made presentations of 

my research to the Christian Council on Ageing (Eldred, 2001), the York chapter of the 

Association of Retired and Persons Over 50, and the World FederatIon of Methodist and 

Uniting Church Women's 10'h World Assembly. I am a member of the Women's Network of 

26 Myerhoff, B, 1992, Remembered Lives: The Work ofRitual, Storytelling, and Growing Older, 
University of Michigan Press, Ann Arbor, Mich. 
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the Methodist Church's Task Group on Older WoMen, 27 and I participated in a symposium 
convened by The Leveson Centre for the Study of Ageing, Spirituality and Social Policy. 

I have networked with interested individuals who are now or have previously worked in the 
fields of older persons and/or the churches, or are themselves older and seeking to increase their 
understanding. I have established contacts with church-based constituencies, such as Methodist 
Homes for the Aged, in order to promulgate my findings to the people who will be able to put 
them to good use: the churches themselves. 28 While seeking to contribute to an academic 
discussion, I have also striven to contribute to a growing discussion among church practitioners 
and older persons . 

29 Largely, the response to my findings has been a strong sense of recognition, 
a 'Yes-that's exactly what I've seen in my church/experienced in my life' reaction. I have had 

correspondence from various non-academics, working with either older people or churches or 
both, 30 who have said they want and need the sort of information this project is bringing forth. It 
has been challenging to attempt to bring these two audiences-academic and public-into 
contact in this thesis in a coherent way (Davies, 1999: 228) . 

3' And, that way is directed towards 

a practical theology of older women. 

10.4 A Christian feminist practical theology of older women 
In Chapter 2,1 raised the following questions: Should there be a unique Christian feminist 

theology of older women, or should the experiences, praxis, and insights of older women 

contribute to a wider (and growing) "cumulative understanding" of feminist theologies? Is it 

possible to construct a single theology (or spirituality) of older women, when their selves and 
their experiences are so diverse? Do we risk universalising older women in the process and thus 

silencing them in new ways? Put another way, is it better to have a separate feminist theology of 

older women (emphasising difference) or to incorporate it into the more general feminist 

theologies (emphasising diversity)? In short, are older women sufficiently, accurately, and 

explicitly accounted for already, and if not, how can we ensure that they are? 

27 The aims of the Task Group are '[flo acknowledge the needs of older women at different stages in their 
lives and in different circumstances; to celebrate the contribution of older women in the life of today's 
Church; [and) to provide resources for older women to enable their personal development and spiritual 
growth' (Women's Network News, Autumn 200 1, page 1). 
28 Methodist Homes for the Aged are planning to publish a condensed, "popular" version of this thesis in 
the near future (with myself as the named author). 
29 For instance, by attending the conference, "Valuing Ageing: meeting the spiritual needs of older 
people" (November 2001) and by presenting a workshop at the forthcoming "International Conference on 
Ageing, SpirituaJity, and Well-being" (July 2002). 
30 For example, Rev. Jean Mayland of Churches Together in Britain and Ireland, Ms. Pauline Main of 
Churches Together in England, and Martin Green of Counsel and Care. 
31 Davies emphasises the importance of bearing in mind audiences of so-called user groups %vhen wnting 
up ethnographic research, because '[m]ost of them ... look to such research to enlarge their own 
understanding and provide them with another perspective on issues that are of interest and concern' 
(1999: 228). By interacting with them during the research process, they serve as a check on the validity of 
the researcher's findings. Having dissemination in mind is also one of the key objectives of feminist 
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We have seen that there are a small number of theologians (not all of them feminist) who are 
constructing theologies of older people and of older women, theologies that propose that the 
experiences of older age are not fully accounted for by existing theologies. In some cases, these 
theologians have called for new practices by the churches, for instance, the creation of new 
rituals. But, do any of these theologies contain a call for committed praxis by the Christian 
churches? 

In this section, I will explain why I believe a Christian feminist practical theology of older 
women usefully resolves these questions, and then proceed to name the elements that would 
constitute such a theology. 

10.4.1 Why have such a theology? 
Knutsen reminds us that no single theology is likely to encompass all of the experiences and 
truths of women within different Christian traditions, let alone all religious (i. e. non-Christian) 
communities: 

Rather, it is precisely in and through their enactment of a mutually critical, 
mutually illuminating, and mutually enlivening dialogue between the 
particularities of their situation and the particularities of their religious 
traditions that [new and diverse] theologies open persons to the possibility of 
an enriched awareness of the ultimate context of all life: the encompassing 
reality of God (1995: 462). 

Different theologies bring different nuances of understanding and recogruition of different 

experiences, but they do not, she says, mean that there are different Gods. We needed to 
determine if existing Christian feminist theologies specifically address and are relevant to older 

churchgoing women in Britain today. We have answered tl-ýs query by examining the positive 

and negative experiences older women have of community, connection, and caring, and seeing 

where the theologies do and do not account for those experiences. 

Should there be a unique feminist theology of older women? I believe so, for the following 

reasons. First, feminist theology has tended to focus upon issues that are not pertinent to the 

ordinary, older woman in the pew. When discussing church life, my interviewees did not 

mention leadership, inclusive language, hermeneutics, or "lost and recovered" women from 

Christianity's past. They did not speak of institutional sexism at any level of the church, nor did 

it seem to have been something they encountered in their own experience. Older women's 
issues with Christianity and the churches may be more grassroots and personal: how to negotiate 
being a newcomer, how to find meaning in church life after retirement from voluntary activities, 

research, as such research aims to raise consciousness and to change systems of oppression. An excellent 
guide to research dissemination is Osborn and Willcocks (1990). 
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how to stay connected if transportation and mobility become issues. Feminist theologians are 
not, currently, spealdng to older women's concerns. 

Second, and arising from this, is the fact that feminist theology has succeeded in marginalising 
older women. Speaking for marginalised and excluded persons is a key issue in both 
Christianity and feminism; yet, Christian feminist theology is guilty of excluding older women. 
of being as ageist as the institutional churches as a whole. Older women very often feel 

marginalised, both inside and outside the church. Yet Christian feminist theologians have not 
recognised this and addressed it, despite it being obvious territory for them. Here is ageism at 

work. In the best light, older women have simply been ignored. In a more sinister light, the 
dissenting voices of older women may have been deliberately silenced by feminist theologians 

who have preferred to be overwhelmingly enthusiastic about community, connection, and 

caring. I believe that it is more the former than the latter, a case of oversight rather than cover- 
UP. 

Third, older women are not only different in certain ways from younger and midlife women; 

they are also different from each other. As Fischer writes, 
Though our stereotyping of the elderly had led us to view them as basically 
similar, there is probably no other point in life when personal diversity is so 
apparent. A lifetime of accumulated differences in experience, education, and 
social opportunities has sharpened individuality. As we grow older we become 
more ourselves, more unique (1998: 14). 

1, too, discovered this during the course of my research. 

Older women have not concerned themselves with feminist theology because it has not 

explicitly addressed them as either audience or co-creator of theory. Older women have not 

received any message that what the theologians are doing has any relevance to then-4 either as 

ordinary women or as older women. The issues older women do hear raised do not concern 

them or reflect their thinking. When feminist theology's issues have intersected with those of 

older women (e. g. connection), it has gone unremarked by both sides. It seems that neither older 

women nor feminist theologians have taken any notice of one another and do not see themselves 

as having anything in common-when, as this study shows, they have much in common. 

Feminist theologies of community, connection, and caring speak very clearly to older women's 

experiences and ideas, yet this is by default rather than by design. How much stronger both 

sides would be if older women and feminist theologians worked together, supporting each 

other's goals! How much better for the future of the church! 
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In addition to the main research questions proposed at the outset of this thesis, I asked two other 
questions that would serve to bring the theoretical query into an empirical context. I will answer 
these now. 

Does the Christian faith in theory (e. g. beliefs) and in practice (e. g. churchgoing) support older 
women's continued role in their communities, both church and non-church? I believe it does. 
The Christian faith requires that all persons, older women not excepted, participate in 
community, connection, and caring. In practice, local churches (many, even if not all) strive to 
make opportunities for older women to practice these three dimensions of faith. However, 

sometimes the churches fail or fall short of what older women need and want-we saw this in 
Dollie's and Karen's reports. We heard that some older women consciously strive to take their 
Christian-based ideas into their non-church communities, such as family and neighbourhood and 
volunteer/charitable groups, and that those ideas often are warinly received and accepted. 
Despite the problems and occasional failings-even the large ones-for most of the women I 

spoke with there was a sense of support from Christianity for their continued presence in 

communities. Even so, I think the churches, especially corporately, could be more vocal about 
supporting older people, especially women, in their various non-church communities where they 

are more likely to encounter ageism. 

Secondly, I wanted to know if being a part of communities (especially local churches) supported 

and confirmed the Christian beliefs held by many older women. This is less easy to discem. 

Positive experiences of community, connection, and caring do seem to exemplify and reinforce 
the truth of Christian faith for many older women. We saw this in the accounts of Barbara, Tess, 

Fran, Edith, and Gloria. However, there are times when older women confront a society that 
devalues them and they experience disillusionment and doubt. (This happened to Aleen when 

she was accosted by teenagers when out walking after dark. ) But the women did not give up 

their faith as a consequence; rather, they firid it becomes a support to help them cope with these 

failings. 

In Chapter 2,1 queried whether anything could be gained by distinguishing a Christian feminist 

practical theology. I gave a provisional "yes", saying such a specific sort of practical theology 

would foreground concerns that are particularly feminist in nature. It would consciously account 
for women's experiences and issues within the Christian life and tradition (and, as we learned in 
Chapter 2, women's experiences are a valid foundation for theology); it would raise awareness 

of past and present wrongs and work to correct them; and it would seek to liberate women and, 
by so doing, all people and the church itself. In the case of this thesis, a Christian feminist 

practical theology would say something unique about the experiences, views, and praxis of 

older churchgoing women, and use these to call the church to a new standard of working with 
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and showing concern for older women and all members of the Christian community. Finally, it 
would recognise that change and development will be ongoing, and that the theology itself Is 
always provisional. 

Now, after reviewing the literature and analysing new data, we can say that there is much to be 
gained by distinguishing a Christian feminist practical theology of older women. The reasons 
are that such a theology: (1) corrects the lack of attention to older women within feminist 
theology; (2) offers a synthesis of feminist theological thought about community, connection, 
and caring with theological thought about older age; (3) builds upon the work of those 
theologians (such as Knutsen, Larsen, Leder, Fischer, and King) who are addressing older 
people and their concerns; (4) places older women in the role of subjects, rather than objects, 
and recognises that they have unique concerns and practices; (5) addresses large numbers of 
people in the churches, i. e. ordinary older women; and (6) focuses on praxis. Also, by taking 

older women's experiences as valid and important, the field of practical theology would 
continue to make up for its historical lack of engagement with feminism and with women (E 

Graham, 1993; Walton, 2001). 

10.4.2 Important elements of the theology 

As I noted in Chapter 2, some of the theologians developing theologies of ageing take certain 
intellectual constructs as their starting point and then seek to apply these to the situation(s) of 

older women. For example, Knutsen works with the Christian idea of the trinity and 

eschatology, and Larsen starts with sexual dualism and bodiliness, two primary issues for 

feminists. Fischer, however, begins with experience to develop theology. I have attempted to 

employ both approaches in this project. First, I have taken the intellectual constructs of 

community, connection, and caring as outlined by feminist theologians and attempted to see 

what relevance they have for older women. Then, I have taken the ideas and experiences of 

older women and attempted to use these to move us towards a Christian feminist practical 

theology of ageing, one that incorporates these three dimensions. 

With a Christian feminist practical theology of older women, there would be a rich, deep level 

of discussion about community, connection, and caring, one that reflected on and incorporated 

older women's praxis. As I see it, such a theology would explicitly account for issues of 

relevance and importance to older women. Some of the issues revealed within this project are: 

time (e. g. living a longer life, and end-of-life issues); inactivity versus activity (i. e. being versus 

doing); belonging versus marginalisation; fellowship; giving and receiving caring (e. g. care in 

the community); reflecting on one's life (including integration and forgiveness); the family and 

the local church as key communities; autonomy and identity; the body; loss and gain; timeless 

values versus a changing society; and exploring and/or confirniing faith through the above 
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issues. Not all of these were investigated in detail in this thesis, but each was either discussed by 
the interviewees or suggested by other researchers. 

A practical theology would go a step ftuther than merely accounting for these issues, however. 
After examining them a practical theology would emphasise praxis, both as input and as 
outcomes. 

We reviewed a great deal of the input older women have to offer when we examined their 

statements in Chapters 7,8, and 9. For example, we learned about older women's use of and 

contribution to social capital; their historical and social knowledge as a result of years of living 

and experience; their commitment, both to various communities and to people who challenged 
them or were unlike them; their struggles and successes at maintaining identity and autonomy; 
how they cope with loss in all of its forms; how they work out reciprocity in caring 

relationships; and how they work to overcome their marginalisation in society and in the local 

church. As for outcomes, a practical theology would call churches, especially local churches, to 

act. Many suggestions were made in the section, "A different set of practices" (above). One of 

the main tasks the churches can set for themselves is to lead the way in countering ageism: 

The element in the social situation which calls for a response from the churches 
is not the inadequacy of the welfare state to meet the needs of the older 
population; it is rather the inadequacy of the ideas of human ageing that shape 
both individual attitudes and institutional policy, within the churches and 
outside them (Howse, 1999: 56). 

People do still occasionally look to the churches for moral leadership and this is an area where 

they could be outspoken advocates. 

The theology would call for the involvement of all ages within church communities, because 

integration of older people is something they desire and because sharing between generations Is 

helpful for all. Concerted efforts would be made to have older people "doing" their own 

theology, and not just younger researchers and theologians. As we have seen, there is a national- 

level awareness of the importance of keeping older people involved in the church and of 

addressing their needs and desires. However, this has yet to move down to the local level to any 

noticeable degree. Therefore, churches need to make changes corporately through clergy 

training and through more meaningful encouragement to congregations. And, more work needs 

to be done by organisations such as the Christian Council on Ageing to help local churches 

reach more people, as only a small number of older people are able to attend national events. 

A Christian feminist practical theology of older women would recognise the importance of 

rituals related to the ageing process (socially, physically, and spiritually), although it would not 

dictate any set forms but rather encourage conununities to create or discover what is appropriate 
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for them. As we have seen, there are a number of rituals already in existence. Workshops on 
how to create rituals could be run by experienced leaders of events or by liturgists, each 
working in different ways to help congregations create their own customs and rites. 

Finally, the theology would necessarily be provisional, always seeking and adapting to new 
data. Not only do we have much to learn from today's older women, but, as I will discuss in the 
next chapter, there are upcoming generations of older women whose experiences and insights 

are likely to dictate a rethinking of whatever theology is "done" today. 

A few theologians are proactive in including older women in research and theorismg, and we 
can expect to see more in the future for two reasons: feminist theologians themselves are ageing, 

and the profile of older women in general is being raised. When feminist theologians work in 
partnership with older women-when feminist theologians are older women and older women 

are regarded as theologians-then older women will surely experience the feelings Ursula King 

describes: 

[T]he word empowerment in feminist writing has come to mean the recognition 
of one's own inner capacities, one's strength and ability in going out and 
changing situations and social relations, in influencing and shaping not only 
one's own life, but also the world around us. It is also linked to a deeper 
spiritual experience in feeling more hopeful and strong, in being affirmed and 
encouraged by a greater spiritual power that enables us to grow, be healed and 
transformed' (I 999b: 112). 

Once older women begin to experience this spiritual empowerment, then our society will be 

moving towards reducing and eliminating ageism and celebrating ageful lives. This would add 

yet another element to a Christian feminist practical theology. 

10.5 Summary 

In this chapter, we have reviewed and arnplified some of the key findings of this project. In the 

course of this, we have once again seen that although many of older women's experiences of 

community, connection, and caring are reflected in Christian feminist theologies, this appears to 

be more by default than by design. There are other research projects that have begun to open up 

the area of older women's spirituality and church experiences, yet we have only begun to 

scratch the surface of what could be learned. I have singled out the local churches as 

communities of importance to many older women, and suggested some practical ways that 

churches can engage with this constituency that is also important to them. I believe that there 

are mutual benefits to be gained by closer and more attentive work between churches and older 

women. 

Finally, I have stated why I believe that there can and should be a Christian feminist practical 

theology of older women, and outlined the key elements that such a theology would coiitain. 
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This theology is necessarily a beginning and provisional; yet, it provides a foundation on which 

to build. 

But what does the future hold, both for this embryonic Christian feminist practical theology of 

older women and for the churches? This will be part of what we consider in the final chapter of 

this thesis. 
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Chapter 11-Conclusion and looking to the future 

It is amazing how things we think are conclusions get downgraded to hints with 
the passage of time! 
-John Shelby Spong' 

11.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I will review the research project as presented in this thesis, beginning with the 

questions investigated and moving on to the key findings, contributions to the fields of study, 
and limitations. I will then discuss what avenues of research might be pursued in the future. 

With respect to the latter, we will examine in some detail the characteristics of future 

generations of older Christian churchgoing women-women who may turn out to be very 
different from the older women interviewed here. Any of the proposed avenues for future 

research is likely to require changes to our Christian feminist practical theology of older 

women, a result that should be welcomed. 

11.2 Review of the project 
In this section, I will remind us of the research questions the project set out to investi -ate, and 

then review how this thesis followed the project as it unfolded. During the course of this review, 

we will once more encounter the key fmdings of community, connection, and caring in older 

churchgoing women's lives and see how these led to a proposal for a Christian feminist 

practical theology of older women. I will then state what other contflibutions the project has 

made, as well as discuss its limitations. 

11.2.1 The research questions and key findings 

The research questions I investigated were: 

" What do Anglo-American Christian feminist theologians have to say about older women? 

" Are the theologians' ideas of community, connection, and caring relevant to older 

churchgoing women in Britain today? 

0 What is distinctive about older women's experiences and insights of these processes? 

9 Do older women see continuity or discontinuity between their experiences of commun, ty, 

connection, and caring and their Christian faith? 

9 Finally, should there be a unique Christian feminist theology of older women, based on 

these three dimensions, and if so, what shape would it take? 

To provide the context needed to answer these questions, in the first two chapters I presented 

the current situation of older women in British society as a whole and within the institutional 

church in particular. Ageism, how it fimctions, and its particular severity for women were part 
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of this discussion, all of which pointed to the reasonableness of undertaking a study of older 
churchgoing women in Britain today. I also gave the background, key arguments, and important 
issues of Christian feminist theology. We learned that feminist theologians, as a group, have not, 
to date, given much consideration to older women, providing ftirther support for undertaking 
this study. I stated my belief that there should be useful outcomes from research such as this. 
and suggested that practical theology could offer the necessary structure for bringing together 
the three key feminist theological themes of community, connection, and caring Nvith the praxis 
of older churchgoing women. 

In Chapters 3,4, and 5,1 explored community, connection, and caring in general and with 
respect to older women, using information from social gerontology, feminist research, and 
feminist theology. We saw how closely the three concepts are related, and the importance of 
each to the lives of women in general and of older women in particular. And, we learned that 
there are both positive and negative outcomes of each dimension within an older woman's life. 
Particular questions we hoped the empirical data would address were identified. Finally, I 

presented my provisional definitions of community as "a social place", of connection as "a 

relationship that occurs in community", and of caring as "the active realisation of connection". 

Chapter 6 reconstructed my journey through this project, and discussed my involvement with 
the methodological disciplines and concerns of feminist scholarship, theology and religious 

studies, and sociology. Here, I also reviewed the methods I employed, and in the related 

appendices presented my interview schedule and a combined profile of the interviewee group. 

In Chapters 7,8, and 9, we heard the interviewees' voices as they discussed their experiences of 

community, connection, and caring. We saw the deep significance and complexity of these 

dimensions in their lives, with most of their examples coming from two dominant communities: 

the family and the local church. Much of what the women had to say supported the ideas of the 

feminist theologians presented earlier. As a result of this information, I refined my original 
definitions of community, connection, and caring, saying that community is "a social place 

where meaningful things happen", that connection is "coming together in relationship", and that 

caring is "the active realisation of connection in community". 

For the interviewees, being established as members of communities ("insiders") allowed them 

to make contributions and to extract benefits. Among the benefits of being part of a connection 

within a community were a sense of belonging and a sense of identity. In the case of the local 

church, a unique benefit to be gained was fellowship with other Christians. However, a number 

of the women had had unsatisfactory experiences with communities and connections, especially 

1 Spong (200 I: xlx). 
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if they had seen themselves as newcomers or as marginalised. This could be particularly painful 
if the problems occurred within the local church because of the emotional aspect that a "-oman's 
connections within a community had. Further, the ability to sustain connections or to make neNý' 
ones was often affected by the ageing process: broken or lost connections were a common 
consequence of growing older. Although new connections could be made, being identified by 

others solely as an "older woman", or having mobility or health problems, could make this a 

challenge. 

Both giving and receiving caring were important to the interviewees, and a balance was often 

achieved through reciprocity. Caring was something they took great pride in having done 

throughout their lives and that they were hoping to be able to continue in older age. However, 

being older women meant struggling with the fact that their ongoing caring roles and activities 

often went unrecognised by those around them. Even at the local church, the interviewees 

sometimes found it challenging to balance the images of carer and recipient. 

In Chapter 10, we discussed that, although older women's experiences of community, 

connection, and caring are reflected in Christian feminist theologies, this appears to be more by 

default than by design. In addition, older women's experiences challenge the generally 

enthusiastic assertions of feminist theologians due to their mixture of positive and negative 

circumstances. I focused again on the particular community of the local church, where too often 

older women's contributions go unrecognised and where the very old or frail may be 

sidelined-with the best of intentions but to everyone's loss (Chester and Smith, 1996: 49). To 

correct this, I suggested some practical ways that churches can engage with this constituency to 

their mutual benefit. Finally, I stated why I believe that there can and should be a separate 

Christian feminist practical theology of older women, and outlined the key elements that such a 

theology would contain. Most important to this theology is a call for a commitment to praxis as 

both input and outcomes. 

11.2.2 Contributions to the fields of study 

In this thesis, I have brought together the three dimensions of community, connection, and 

caring-all central to the thinking of Christian feminist theologians-in a new way, by 

examining the meaning they have in older churchgoing women's lives. We have seen nuances 

and distinctions that were previously not considered, at least with respect to this constituency of 

women. If, as Gross says, '[mlost feminist religious thinkers ... seek ways to enhance the quality 

of relational, communal existence' (1996: 240-24 1), they would do well to examine older 

churchgoing women's experiences for ideas-and to remember these women when making calls 

to new and renewed life. In addition, by illuminating instances of the churches' ageism and 

offering suggestions for local congregations that could lead to better practices with older 
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women, I have brought this constituency within the realm of practical theology. This theology is 
necessarily a beginning and provisional; yet, it provides a foundation on which to build. 

In the course of this project, I have produced original empirical data through conducting 
interviews with older women. Although there has been a groundswell of interest in older people, 
and older women in particular, in the last few years, there is still much work to be done, and 
these data help us along the way. Taken as a whole, this project has confirmed the value of 
research among older women, a result that is pertinent to feminist scholarship and feminist 
theology, as well as to social gerontology. 

As noted in Chapter 10,1 have presented various findings from my research to several interested 

groups. In all instances, the findings were enthusiastically received, as well as being a starting 
point for much discussion about audience members' own experiences as and with older women 
in churches-as newcomers, as repositories of local church and social history, and as dedicated 

workers on all manner of church projects. In turn, audience feedback has helped me consider 
new possibilities for research (discussed below) and provided new understandings of my own 
data. For instance, it was suggested to me that one reason why being carers was so significant 
for the interviewees was because this generation(s) of women had fewer other non-traditional 

roles available to them. 

As noted at the outset of this thesis, this project was multidisciplinary in nature. Feminist 

scholarship, feminist theology, sociology, and social gerontology all influenced the resources 
drawn on, methodologies and methods employed, and interpretations of the empirical data 

gathered. In addition, practical theology was drafted in as a means of bringing together both the 

various issues involved and the concern I had that there be some practical, usable suggestions 
for churches and other parties interested in these same issues. The fact that a range of disciplines 

was successftilly brought together to study some broad research questions demonstrates the 

useftdness of employing (or at least considering) a multidisciplinary approach for particular 

projects. 

11.2.3 Evaluation of the project's limitations 

As Ramsey and Blieszner point out, 'denominational identity is ... an important component [in 

how one expresses one's spirituality]' (2000: 44). 1 would add that it is also an important 

component of one's local church experience, as each denomination's "style" shapes how, when, 

and where its adherents will interact to establish community and connections. 

in this project, I interviewed women who were churchgoing Protestants-primanly Methodists, 

along with a few Anglicans. We do not know about other Protestant groups, Roman Catholics, 
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Orthodox Christians, or non-churchgoing believers, let alone non-Christians. Additional data 

about women from these other groups might alter the findings, and thus the interpretations and 
conclusions I made. Furthermore, mine was not a comparative study; however, as more research 
is completed, then comparative analysis could and should be done between the different 
denominations and, ultimately, between older women and older men. The challenge of making 

choices such as denominational focus signals the fact that there is a vast amount of work still to 
be done in researching older churchgoing women, their experiences of community, connection, 

and caring, and feminist theologies. 

Another limitation of this project is that my sample of interviewees was entirely white and more 

or less of the same social class and background. 2 Thane suggests that older age is experienced 
differently by women who are in different economic or social classes (2000: 246), so this 

important variable remains unexplored here. Likewise, there are other demographic factors that 

could be separated out and taken into account. These include (but are not limited to) the specific 

ages of the interviewees (e. g. "young-old" versus "old-old"), the physical location of their 

churches (e. g. city centre versus suburban), the size and demographics of their congregations, 

and the age and interests of the clergy of these churches (Huber, 1987: 69). For example, with 

respect to the age of the interviewees, it might have been useful to select only one subset of all 

women aged 65 and over, such as women 65-84 or 85 and over. This could then have shown 

more similarities of generation. However, as there was so little research available about older 

women of any age, this was not a poor choice on my part. 3 Rather, it is an area for further study. 

Taken as a whole, the results of such investigations named could lead to different agendas for 

the different denominations, types of churches, and socio-cultural groups (Huber, 1987: 70). For 

example, Reddie (2001 a, 2001b) has taken steps to appreciate the distinctiveness of African and 

African-Caribbean congregations within Protestant denominations, the experience of racial 

prejudice among Black elders, and the contributions of Black elders to the nurture of Black 

Christian youth. 

As for the data gathered here, as is always the case with interviewing as a method, we only 

learned what certain willing participants were able and inclined to disclose (Mauthner and 

Doucet, 1998: 136). 4 Some of the women knew me fairly well and probably felt comfortable 

revealing certain things about their lives; but others did not know me at all, and it would be only 

natural for them to be less open. This does not discount the value of the data collected; it merely 

21 did not ask the interviewees about their social class, so this is an unsubstantiated observation. 
3 'Small-scale research has its limitations, therefore, but is also able to make a significant contribution in 

under-studied areas' (Blaxter, et al., 1996: 200). 
4 Were I to repeat the study, I might choose to interview fewer women and to seek some interpretive 
feedback on the interview transcripts from them. This method has been employed by some feminist 

researchers (e. g. Franks, 1998), but is not without its problems (see Chapter 6). 
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reminds us that, as always, our knowledge is incomplete. Unfortunately, I had no access to the 
ideas and experiences of women who were more reticent and therefore declined to be 
interviewed. They might have had equally valuable (and possibly different) information to 
share. For those audiences of this thesis who wish to use the findings in practical "vays (e. g. 
churches, clergy, and pastoral carers), this is a red flag to remind them to use this information as 
a starting point only, and then to query specific older women about their individual experiences, 
needs, and desires. 

I did not discuss in any depth with more than one or two of the interviewees that I was 
interested in feminist theology, or that I might be attempting to develop a feminist theology of 
older women. Had I done so, I suspect that fewer women would have wished to speak with me, 
either put off by the idea of theology or by feminism or both. I did not ask the interviewees 
direct questions about sexism in the churches, which as we saw earlier in the thesis is a key 

concern of feminist theology. While this could be construed as a flaw, I deliberately did not 
bring up this subject because I did not wish to prejudice the women's responses. Most of the 
interviewees did not seem to take a political view of their churches, with respect to either 

ageism or sexism. And, as I stated in the last chapter, the fact that the interviewees did not bring 

up these subjects on their own indicates, to me, that these were not burning issues for them. 
Certainly, these questions could be asked-and indeed have been, by others (e. g. Hubbert, 1991; 

Brierley, 2000). 

As Davies remarks, 'interviewing ... is better understood as a process in which interviewer and 
interviewee are both involved in developing understanding [and] in constructing their 

knowledge of the social world' (1999: 97-98). In light of this fact, I do not wish to claim too 

much for the findings I have discovered and for how I have interpreted them. It is possible that 

the interviewees and I were not moving towards a single, undeniable truth (Davies, 1999: 104); 

rather, we were considering what was true at the time for these particular women. 

Finally, there is the ultimately unanswerable question raised by Ribbens: 

Can the research process foster empowerment, via the articulation and wider 
communication of people's own understandings of their lives[? ] .... Or will our 
presence as researchers in relationships with interviewees, acting as the 
personalized interface between the expression of private meanings and their 
ultimate reception by the powerful audience of public knowledge production, 
mean that we can only offer a semblance of hearing, contributing in the end to 
an even more subtle subversion of private understandings? (199 8: 3 7). 

As one of the aims of feminist research is to empower women-and in this case, to empower 

older women-has this purpose been achieved? Or, has it been hindered in some way? I can 

only hope that, through diligence on my part, it has been more the former than the latter. 



231 

11.3 Areas for future research and thought 
There are a number of areas for future research that were either unexplored or only briefly 
touched upon by this project. As suggested in the last section, it would be well , N, orth 
investigating older women's experiences of community, connection, and caring within 
denominations other than Methodist and Anglican. For example, it was suggested to me that 
because of the structure of the Roman Catholic Church and its parishes, older Catholic %ý-omen 
might be more inclined to find community in church-affiliated service organisations, than in the 
local congregation itself5 And, it may be that community, connection, and caring are 
experienced differently by older women of non-Christian faith traditions. As our body of 
knowledge about older women of faith increases, we will need to expand our horizons to 

encompass non-white, non-Anglo-American, non-Northern, non-Western, and non-Christian 
women. Also, non-churchgoing women (whether nominal or lapsed Christians or with no 
religious affiliation whatsoever) should be heard from. These investigations, and the resultant 
comparisons, are worthy projects for future research. 

Some of the churches that my interviewees were connected with were neighbourhood-based 
("parish type"), while others were destination churches ("gathered type"). This was not 

necessarily a factor of whether they were Methodist or Anglican, as both denominations were 

represented in both types of church. It might be worthwhile to delve into this variable more 
deeply, especially considering older people's concerns with mobility and transportation, and 

their dread of being newcomers. For example, how does each type of church operate with 

respect to older women newcomers? Does a parish church have special gifts or concerns that a 

gathered church does not, and vice versa? 

All of the interviewees for this project had regular contact with their fellow congregants. It 

would be beneficial to study older women who are housebound as a particular group, as their 

experiences of community, connection, and caring may well involve different sorts of people 

and frequency of contact. How do they "do church"under these circumstances? Are they able to 

find fellowship? Likewise, a comparative study of older churchgoing women from a range of 

socio-economic backgrounds might bring up differences among them as to how important their 

different communities are for offering connection and caring. 

I did not interview any clergy for this project, although I did speak infon-nally with a number of 

clergywomen and men about it. They were excited to know that research among older women 

was being done, and hoped that the results would be made available to them. It would be 

worthwhile to conduct a survey of clergy within the next few years to see whether the 

burgeoning amount of material being produced is actually reaching their hands, and whether or 

5 Pauline Main, Churches Together in England, private correspondence. 
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not they are acting on it. If so, which elements are helpful or not helpful? If not, what are the 
constraints that prevent them from accessing and using this information? 

We have seen how useful the work of social gerontologists is towards gaining understandings of 
older people's lives, which in turn could (and should) influence theological thought. I would 
suggest that feminist theologians who are interested in older women establish links with social 
gerontologists to keep abreast of developments in the field. New knowledge and new key issues 
that arise there could stimulate new directions in feminist theology. In turn, the theologians' 

research could point social gerontologists towards new interpretations of their own findings. 
Likewise, Christian feminist theologians and those who explore feminist spirituality should be 
in closer dialogue. There is much common ground, such as the important topic of 
interconnectedness, where the two groups could work productively together. By exploring older 
women's values, for example, there could be new material for considering what "faith", 
"beliefs", and "spirituality" mean to us all. 

11.3.1 Future generations of older women 
A number of authors (e. g. Gillespie, 1992,1995; Howse, 1999) have commented that 

tomorrow's older people are likely to be different from today's. 6 As a result, 'our present 

planning for old age had better take into account the probability that we will be dealing with 
different kinds of people and conditions' (Troll, 1984: 33). From a socio-cultural perspective, 
'evidence points to a considerable increase in the future population of divorced elderly women 

who are better educated, have had higher incomes and professional careers, and whose status 
has been relatively independent of men' (Maxwell, 1988: 83). These older women, Maxwell 

says, will be 'more likely to be self-reliant' (90). However, divorce-either for an older woman 

herself or for her children-may mean greater loneliness, as important loved ones are no longer 

part of the family "community" (Brierley, 2000: 41). Broken and blended families, as well as 

untraditional families (e. g. lesbian couples) may bring special challenges to the pastoral care of 

tomorrow's older woman-and, equally, opportunities for older women to share their 

experience with younger women facing the same challenges. 

The women I interviewed were, for the most part, part of the generation Walrath refers to as 

"Strivers". For them, 'the stable world is normal. Their approach to living depends on the world 

continuing as it has been in the past. Whatever change they may experience, they feel that 

someday, somehow things will quiet down and "get back to normal"' (198 7: 80). We can expect 

tomorrow's older women, however, to be used to living with a rapid rate of change throughout 

and in all aspects of their lives. For instance, there is likely to be a wider range of 'employment 

6 Generational and cohort differences are discussed extensively by Gillespie (1992,1995) and featured bý 
Jerrome (1992). 
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patterns and family/household duties of younger women today' (Maynard, 1999: 72-73), 
compared to their mothers and grandmothers. 7 

A question raised in Chapter I was why older women continue to be loyal to traditional modes 
of religious observance, such as regular attendance at worship services, when the churches do so 
little, corporately or locally, to validate their experience and to affirm them as persons and as 
Christians. A strong possibility that emerged from this research is that today's older woman is 
not concerned about ageism or sexism at institutional levels. As long as her local church 
experience is satisfactory (something she judges on the basis of her connections with the 
individuals there), then she is content to stay. Or, she may stay with her church despite 

unsatisfactory experiences because her generation extolled such loyalty. But, will tomorrow's 

older woman be as likely to "make the best of it" if she is not affirmed, or as likely to turn a 
blind eye if her contributions are not accepted and valued? 

Among the things that will distinguish the upcoming generations of churchgoing (or church- 

affiliated) older women, women who are now middle-aged or young, is how they will be 

involved in their local churches. 8 For the older women I spoke with, there was a tendency to slot 

themselves into whatever tasks were required of them or wherever the need lay. Younger 

women, however, are already making their own deliberate choices about their contributions, 9 

and may be likely to continue to do so as they age (Gillespie, 1992)-and these choices may 

conflict with what individual congregations need to survive. 

For instance, Gillespie says that women aged between 40 and 59 at the time of her study (who 

would have been between 45 and 64 at the time I conducted my research-in other words, just 

below my interviewees' ages) 'are sharply aware of the contrast between the ideal of selfless 

volunteering they were brought up to expect of themselves, and the self-fulfillment they now 

feel free to pursue in church as in other areas of life' (1995: 39). In other words, tomorrow's 

older woman will expect to be involved in shaping her church community to help foster her own 

spiritual needs and desires, rather than merely accepting it as handed down to her (Gillespie, 

1995: 119). Further, rather than aligning themselves with a particular denomination or doctrine 

as today's older women do, tomorrow's older women may adapt different elements of various 

denominations, spiritualities, and philosophies to their own 'unique self-centred spiritual 

perspectives and requirements' (Exon, 1999: 198), or they may be more prepared to switch 

7 While Maynard raises the importance of studying these so that younger women do not suffer financially 
in the future, she does not say whether the patterns and duties are likely to be the same as or different 
from those of today's older women. 
8 Again, Richter and Francis (1998) discuss the present needs of the middle-aged (i. e. Baby Boomers) and 
the young (i. e. Baby Busters) vis-A-vis the churches. 
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denominations--or even religions. 'ney may, for example, be drawn together by a 'common 
issue, interest, preference, or group identity 

... [such as a] shared ethnicity or sexual orientation 
[or] shared political agenda or activist project' (Serene Jones, 2000: 133). Another distinction is 
that, having grown up in more mixed-sex social groups, the older women of tomorrow may be 
less inclined to attend sex-segregated or gender-identified activities at church, preferring joint 
activities-including opportunities for fellowship--with men (Chester and Smith, 1996: 33). 

The social presence and the theology of the Christian church during the formative years of 
upcoming generations of older women will have an influence on not only what they know about 
the faith but also how they perceive the role of the church in their lives. Both will be more 
varied than they were for the generations of older women I interviewed. 10 For example, Sunday 

churchgoing and church fellowship groups will be less a part of both childhood and adulthood, " 

the church will have had a diminished presence in the mass media (Bruce, 2001: 202); religious 
education may have taken place only in school (if the woman did not attend Sunday school) and 

will have been more multi-faith than exclusively Christian-based; the women will have grown 

up in an increasingly multi-ethnic, multi-faith (or no faith) society; and they will have been 

influenced by the greater tendency towards a "pick-and-mix" consumer approach to religion and 

spirituality, rather than a wholesale acceptance of one faith. 

Overall, this will mean less individual knowledge of the Christian faith and its traditions and 
doctrines, and less uniform understanding between individuals-in other words, a lack of a 

common language about church experience and faith (McFadden and Gerl, 1990: 38), a language 

still shared by today's older women. In this respect, future generations of older women will be 

more different than they are alike, having more diverse and, perhaps, interrupted church 

careers--or none at all. What will they have in common to shape their faith communities? 12 

Both they and their churches will need to address this creatively. One place to begin is with 

today's older women, whose knowledge of Christian beliefs and traditions makes them a 

valuable resource-one the churches will rapidly lose if they do not employ them now to help 

teach newcomers and younger members the faith. 

9 Younger women's view of what constitutes worthy church work can have a negative effect on present 
cohorts of older women, who may feel that younger women do not view their contributions of 
"institutional maintenance" with proper regard (Gillespie, 1992: 201,215). 
10 Howse notes that present research findings are unclear as to whether religious commitment among 
older people is a generational effect or a life-cycle effect (1999: 29). This uncertainty gives yet more 
reason for continued research as the generations age. 11 ' [T]he pattern for England overall is of a decline in church attendance from 12 to 7.5 percent of the 
adult population [over the past twenty years]' (Bruce, 2001: 195). 
12 This question was raised by Rev. Sheila Bishop in private conversation. 
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Will there even be many older women in the churches in the decades ahead? 13 Many will either 
not believe or not align themselves with a church. It will be important for society as a whole to 
consider 'the aspirations to spiritual fulfilment of many [persons] who are outside the structure 
of any formal religion' (Chester and Smith, 1996: 46). The language of "spirituality", as I 

mentioned in Chapter 2, may well become prevalent, versus the language of "Christianity" or 
indeed of any other single religion. 

If only a minority of the middle-aged British population currently affiliates with a church, "-III 
these people look elsewhere for spiritual support in their older years? If they do turn to 

churches, how will the churches respond to the needs of non-members, occasional churchgoers, 
and religious-supermarket shoppers? As Wraight so prophetically states, 

Younger women are likely to only be part of the church, let alone involved in it 
more deeply, as the result of conscious choice. They are more likely to want to 
give the limited time they have available to activities which "make a 
difference", and when the need is met or their interests change, they will move 
on to something or somewhere else. Churches need to be flexible enough to use 
the gifts of these younger womeri---if we don't keep them in the church now, 
we won't have any older women left to lead in a few years' time! 
(2001b: 194). 14 

These questions are not particularly new in the life of the Christian churches, but research will 

need to be done regularly-perhaps more than ever before-to adjust to societal changes such 

as those already mentioned. This will necessitate ongoing studies of older women and their 

interaction with traditional-and new forms of-church community. 

With respect to new forms of church community, none of the interviewees mentioned virtual 

communities or cyberchurches; but in a decade's time, or less, we may find older women are 

making electronic "church" connections that augment or even substitute for more traditional 

kinds of church communities. These women will be more technologically literate than any 

generation before, and traditional churches will certainly feel the impact. Regarding future 

generations of older women, Ruth Clarke said, 'they will be expecting to use all of their 

[professional] skills, certainly in the first ten years or so of retirement. They expect to be active' 

For herself, she added, 'I expect that the Internet's going to be able to help me to communicate 

with the world at large when I am housebound. Just as television has done for older women 

today, though that's a passive thing. The Internet will be more active'. " 

13 Bruce points to current trends in church membership and attendance to support his thesis that 'unless 
[these] trends are reversed, major British denominations will cease to exist by 2030' (2001: 19 1). 
4 Citing the Church of Scotland Woman's Guild Research and Development Project, n. d., 20120 Vision, 

St Andrew Press, Edinburgh, 53. 
15 Private conversation. 
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Nevertheless, future generations of older women might return to church: today's younger 
spiritual seeker could be tomorrow's older reverter to traditional Chri Stianity. 16 If churches 
change their practices and emphases, then they could become important places for people to 
gather and to seek that special connection known as fellowship. As Wraight observes, 'when 
many other community-based structures and institutions are falling apart, it is more important 
than ever that the church should demonstrate the reality of a loving and caring community. In 
the years ahead, the communal aspect of the life of a local church is likely to be one of its key 
functions' (2001b: 198). We saw in this project that caring was a key component of communal 
life, especially at the local church. When Altschuler says that '[c]aring has the potential for 
helping older and younger women transcend chronological age as a social barrier to identify 

common needs across the life course' (2001: 98), it follows that the churches could be places for 

this to happen. 17 

What must churches do to prepare for these future older women? Says Walrath, '[e]ach of us 
approaches living and believing and ... the church through our socially defined framework. The 

church that appeals to us and nurtures us will probably approach us through that framework as 

well' (1987: 87). The churches will have to find a path between rigid adherence to their own 
heritage and the relativism of the moment in order to reach out to and nurture tomorrow's older 

women. This will not be an easy task, but one which, if embarked on now, they will be ready to 

meet. And, the same will be true of each generation of women that ages and is one day 

considered "old"; therefore, new research and new understandings will always be necessary. 

Writing from an American perspective, Payne-Stancil announces that 'a new older woman is 

coming.... There is a definite generational break between the baby-boomer woman and the older 

woman [of today]' (1997: 234-23 5). And, what does she say is different about baby-boomer 

women? 
It is primarily the movement from religiosity to spirituality .... They are more 
likely to drop out [of church] altogether or attend services irregularly, pray less, 
or report fewer memorable religious experiences. -They separate the spiritual 
from the religious. They define religious as the traditional congregational 
organization, worship, and ritual. The spiritual is the direct experience with 
God. They are lookingfor relationships and experiences ofsharing, caring, 
accepting, and belonging. The baby-boomer woman's spiritual journey is to 
find a connection between life and meaning and about finding a way to express 
it. She finds her religious quests supported in small, intentional groups formed 

16 Thanks to Kim Knott for this suggestion. Bruce appears to contest this, however: 'If a large proportion 
of the population was church-going or had been socialized in the Christian churches in childhood, , ý-e 
might suppose that as those young people presently avoiding church aged, they might attend church more 
frequently. But as the vast majority of young Britons have no church connection or religious 
socialization ... this seems very unlikely' (2001: 196). 
17 Altschuler also speculates that today's younger women do not attach the same meaning and 
significance to care (i. e. that it is 'inextricable' to life) that older women do. This is another potential 
avenue of research with implications for feminist theology. 
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within a congregation or in the community, and they may be found in new forms of community (1997: 235; emphasis mine). '8 

If this is what tomorrow's older women will be seeking, then they would do well to be in 
dialogue with today's older women: women who are seeking-and finding-just these aspects 
to their communities. By learning from older women, the churches may find ways to ensure 
their own survival and means of thriving in the future-as communities that recognise their 
essential connectedness and that enact caring in creative and mutually empowering ways for all 
of their members. Christianity will be redeemed for the future. 

113.2 Next steps for this practical theology 
Of the older women I interviewed, those at the younger end of the range, in their late-60s, will 
continue to be with us for as much as another 30 years. How will we as a society continue to 

engage with them in our communities, make connections with them, care for them and be cared 
for by them in return? How will local churches meet their needs and expectations and tap into 
their gifts, even as their numbers dwindle and as new generations of older women come along? 
As a beginning, I hope that churches will cease to despair that their congregations are comprised 
largely of older people, and instead realise that there is a considerable amount of life left-both 

in older people and in their churches (Brierley, 2000). Then, I hope they will work with the 

suggestions I gave in the last chapter, and, importantly, share their successes and failures with 

others, so that we can all learn and then adapt our praxis. 

How else can this Christian feminist practical theology of older women be used? It can be 

utilised as a further critique of Christian feminist theologians' thinking about community, 

connection, and caring; as a critique of practical theology from a feminist perspective; and as 

the basis of exploration among older women in different segments of the population (e. g. non- 

Christian, non-white, urban, rural, immigrant, non-churchgoers, etc. ). Another point was made 

by Raymond Clarke, who indicated that, in the decade ahead, churches will want to focus their 

efforts with older people within their communities as a whole, not only within the churches 

themselves, and from a firm, ecumenical stance. 9 This means that we will have to expand the 

present boundaries of the theology to encompass non-church experiences, something that is both 

challenging and exciting. 

As researchers, we should welcome any changes called for to this practical theology, as they 

mean that people are seriously interested in the issues involved and actively engaging with older 

people themselves. Our objective is not to produce ultimate answers or static positions; rather, 

we want to keep developing, just as people do. As society becomes more enlightened about 

18 For more about what this generation of women is thinking and doing about faith and worship, see 
Winter, Lummis, and Stokes (1994). 
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older age and does its best to eliminate ageism, the specific concerns older people have may 

change. Today's pressing issues may move to the background or even disappear; unanticipated 

problems will arise. But the fimdamental issue of people seeking community, connection, and 

caring is likely to remain constant, and therefore I believe the basis of the theology will have 

meaning for some time to come. 

19 Private conversation. 
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Appendix I-Interview Schedule 

Many of the research questions being investigated in this project (see Chapter 1) are answered 
either by the literature review or by my analysis and interpretation of the fmdings. The second 
research question, however, asks about the relevance of feminist theologians' ideas of 
community, connection, and caring to the lives of older churchgoing women, and this question 
shaped the interview schedule. 

QI and Q2 focused the interviewee on the subject of being older. Questions directly related to 
community are Q3, Q5, Q6, Q7, Q1 1, Q15, Q16, Q19, Q22, and Q23. Questions that ask about 
connections to people and communities are Q4, Q5, Q6, Q7, Q8, Q9, Q 12, Q 13, Q 17, Q 18, 
Q 19, Q20, Q2 1, and Q23. Connections to the Christian faith were explored in Q 14, Q 15, and 
Q20. Caring as a specific topic appears in Q5, Q10, and Q23, but also emerged in discussions of 
the connection questions and in Q15. The final questions--Q24, Q25, and Q26-are 

adiriinistrative. 

Interview schedule 

1) Are you old? (Or, Do you consider yourself to be old? ) 
Why or why not? 
What makes a person "old"? 

2) People make lots of assumptions about old women. As I read each one of these 10 
assumptions aloud, please tell me if it's a fair assumption, and why or why not. 

Old women have settled all of their religious or spiritual questions 
Old women need to be cared for 
Old women go to church or church groups for the company/social life 
Old women don't like changes to the church service, they don't like modem hymns 
and songs, and they don't like inclusive language, such as substituting "all people" 
for "mankind" 
Old women are good at prayer 
Old women are past it in terms of doing anything for the church 
Old women only want to talk to other old women 
Old women are the founts of all wisdom 
Old women only think and talk about the past-they have no knowledge of or 
interest in the world today 
Old women are waiting to die 

Are there any other assumptions I left out? 

3) What communities (or groups of people) do you belong to? 
[Show card X, listing family, neighbourhood, church, luncheon club, book groups, 
former work associates, adult-education classes, keep-fit, charity work] 
9 What have I rMssed off here? 

4) For each one of these you named, do you feel more or feel less a part of the group? 
o Why? 
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5) Let's talk a bit about your family. 
How often do you see, talk to, or hear from various family members? Is this about the same frequency as recent years, or has it changed" 
* If it's changed, how has it changed? 
What sorts of things do you do together when you see your familý,,? 
What do you like to do for them? 
What do they do for you? 

6) Is York your home, or is "home" somewhere else? 
" If "yes", please explain. 
" If somewhere else, where? 

" How do you maintain ties to that home? 
" Do you feel at home in York now? 
* Why or why not? 
(FOR WOMEN WHO LIVE IN RESIDENTIAL OR NURSING HOMES) Tell me 
about [name of home]. How did you come to live here? Do you feel a part of the 
community here? 

7) Tell me about your relationship with your church/chapel. 
Which church/chapel is it? 
What sorts of things make you feel you belong? 

[Show card Y, listing singing, sharing food, attending services, reading the 
church magazine, attending meetings, having visits from minister/vicar/pastoral 
visitor, praying] 

What have I missed out here? 
What sorts of things make you feel you don't belong? 
Do you feel connected to/represented by the national church organisation? 
* Why or why not? 

8) Is church where your most important friends are? Or are they somewhere else? 
If "church", why? 
If somewhere else, where and why? 

9) How do your church groups (or other groups) deal with "difficult" members, the ones who 
disagree a lot, or who ask tough or annoying questions? 

10) Who have you cared for in your life? 
0 Do you care for anyone now? 

" Who? 
" How do you care for them? 

40 Who cares for you now? 
o How do they care for you? 

1) Do old women have a special role to play in their communities? 
If so, what is it? 
Is there anything special about your role in your communities? 

12) What difficulties, if any, do you face in maintaining ties to your communities? 
Is isolation a problem? Explain. 
Is dependence a problem? Explain. 
How do you try to deal with these difficulties? 

13) Have you formed any new fiiendships in recent years, orJoined any new groups? 
If so, how easy or hard was it to do' 
If not, why do you think this is? 
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14) Are there any Bible verses or hymns that mean a lot to you these days? 
If so, which ones and why? 
(IF BIBLE VERSES) Here are some Bible verses that talk about being old. [Show cards BV2, BV3, BV4, BV5, BV6, and BV7] 
What do you make of each one of these? 
(IF HYMNS) Do you watch "Songs of Praise"? 

If so, when you sing along do you feel you belong to something? 
0 If so, what is that "something"? 

15) What principles do you try to live by? 
" Would you describe these principles as Christian? 

* Explain. 
" Have these principles changed since you were younger? 

* If so, how? 
Do you put these principles into practice when you go to [name one or two of her 
communities identified earlier]? 
Is there anything Christian or Christian-like about each of these groups? 

16) Over the years... 
Have you lost any communities? 
Have you gained any communities? 
Are there any you no longer have that you miss? 
Why do you think these changes came about? 
What do you think about this? 

17) Does "belonging" have the same meaning for you now that it did in years past? 

18) Do you feel you have any particular relationship with or connection to things other than 
people? (Examples might be plants, animals, pets, music, art, nature in general, etc. ) 

Do you ever think about these things? 
Do they matter to you? 

19) What do you see happening with your relationships, your communities, in the remaining 
years of your life? 
0 How important will those relationships or communities be at the time of your 

death? 
VvThy? 

20) Do you have a picture of the afterlife? 
How would you describe it? 
Will you reconnect with loved ones who've gone before? 
Will you be with God? 
Will you be with Jesus? 

21) Do you feel you're connected now with anyone who's died? 
40 Tell me about it. 

22) What are your hopes and fears for "your" communities here on Earth after your death? 
Will the Christian church be any help with those communities? 
* Why or why not? 

23) Do you have any advice or message to give to younger women, the churches, or anyone at 
all regarding communities and relationships and caring? 
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24) Is there anything else you'd like to say about anything we've discussed? 

25) Please help me make sure that I have your details correct. 
May I confirm your: 
" religious/denominational affiliation: 
" marital status: 
" number of children, grandchildren, great-grandchildren (or other close family): 

age: 
number of years lived in York: 

26) 1 would like to re-confinn that I may use excerpts of your words in my thesis and other 
related work. Is this still all right, or do you wish to withdraw your consent, all or in 
part? 
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Appendix U-Interviewee Profile 

I have chosen to present the interviewees' details as a summary, rather than individually, in 
order to maintain their anonymity. The total number of women interviewed, including the pilot 
phase, was 40.1 

Age group 

65-74 15 

75-84 18 

85 and over 6 

Unknown I 

TOTAL 40 

The interviewees in each age group are: 
65-74: Barbara, Betty, Dollie, Edith, Elsie, Eunice, Fran, Janet, June, Karen, Kate, 

Lillian, Muriel, Rebecca, Ruth 

75-84: Ada, Aleen, Alfreda, Amelia, Dora, Doris, Ella, Fay, Gloria, Hope, Mary, Millie, 

Nancy, Phyllis, Sarah, Tess, Veeve, Winnie 

85 and over: Dolores, Florence, Frederica, Hazel, Mavis, Verity 

Unknown: Hilda 

Marital status 
Ever-single 6 

Married 6 

Separated 1 

Divorced 2 

Widowed 25 

TOTAL 40 

(continued) 

1 One woman participated in both the pilot and the regular interview series. I have counted her only once 
to make up the total number of interviewees. 
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Interviewees with living 

Children (incl. step-children) 29 
Grandchildren 27 
Great-grandchildren 4 
Siblings 16 
Other close family members 17 

No close family members I 

NB: Some interviewees fall into more than one category. Two interviewees had children who 
had died in adulthood. 

Living arrangement 

Alone With other(s) TOTAL 

House 17 8 25 

Flat 8 Nil 8 

Room or flat in residential or 
nursing home 

6 1 7 

TOTAL 31 9 40 

Access to personal or family car? 

Yes 13 

No 27 

TOTAL 40 

Years resident in York 

0-5 years 4 

6-10 years 1 

11-15 years 2 

More than 15 years 20 

Entire life (or viftually so) 12 

Unknown I 

TOTAL 40 

NB: Two of the interviewees had lived overseas for a number of years. The average number of 
years resident in York is approximately 43. 

(continued) 
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Former employment outside home 

Teacher 8- 

Nurse 7 

Clerical or office work 11 

Administrative or professional white collar 6 

Church-related work 3 

Child-minder/nanny/domestic help 4 

Tailor or factory work 4 

Warden for sheltered housing or church 4 

Own/family business 4 

Unknown 4 

NB: Some interviewees fall into more than one category 

Denomination 

Methodist 30 

Anglican 9 

Baptist I 

TOTAL 40 

NB: "Anglican" covers the range from Anglo-Catholic high church to evangelical low church 
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Appendix M-Diagram of Florence's connections 

G0 

FW -: = Flo r6n, ý, e-, 
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Appendix IV-Aims of two Christian organisations working with older persons 

CHRISTIAN COUNCIL ON AGEING 
The Christian Council on Ageing (CCOA) was formed in 1982 with the following expressed 
aims: 

" To explore the Christian potential and vocation in later years, and to nurture the 
continuing development of personal faith and growth. 

" To affirm the contribution of older people to their local church and community and to 
encourage wider understanding across the generations. 
To improve the pastoral care of, and opportunities for worship and fellowship for frail 

and elderly people. 

" To improve pastoral support and fellowship for those who care for elderly people. 
" To co-operate with other agencies concerned with ageing, including those of other 

faiths. 

To encourage an educated response to ageism in the churches. 
(Christian Council on Ageing, 1999). 

THE LEVESON CENTRE FOR THE STUDY OF AGEING, SPIRITUALITY AND SOCIAL 

POLICY 

The aims of the Leveson Centre are to: 

become an interdisciplinary centre for the study of ageing, spirituality and social policy and 

a bridge between theory and practice in this area. 
identify and disseminate the distinctive contribution that Christian Churches can make to 

the development of social policy. 
develop an understanding of spirituality, to help older people to express their spiritual 

awareness and to learn from them. 

" be a focus for a network of relevant projects, agencies and individuals. 

" establish and promote accessible information about ageing, spirituality and social policy. 

" promote and disseminate best practice through a series of publications, conferences and 

seminars. 

co-ordinate and sponsor appropriate research. 

explore the multi-cultural aspects of ageing. 

enable older people to influence professionals, carers and the Church. 

(Santer, 2001: back cover) 
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[This paper is listed in the bibliogTaphy as Eldred (2000). It is referred to in Chapter, 8 and 10 
of the thesis. ] 

Judgement Day or Dafly Judgement: Are Older Christian Women Awaiting God's 
Kingdom or Living God's Community? [11 

Janet Eldred 

ABSTRACT 
Are older Christian women awaiting resurrection at Judgement Da 

'v or realising it now' 
Drawing on interviews, this paper proposes that the primacy Qf comm"nitics, relationships, and 
caring in older women's lives, combined with uncertainty about an qfterlýfe, challenges thc 
concept ofJudgement Day. Instead, well-being is worked out in this life. 

Background and context 

The research project from which this study is taken examined experiences of 
community, connection, and caring in the lives of older Christian churchgoing women in Britain 
today. The aim was to demonstrate whether concepts of community, connection, and caring 
current within Christian feminist theologies had any resonance with women aged 65 and over. 
Many of these theologies hold that relationships (i. e. connections) and caring within 
communities are keys to women's understanding and interpretation of faith. Does this hold true 
for older women? What distinctive contributions might older women be making to these 
theologies? 

The research was essentially qualitative. Forty women were interviewed on a range of 
topics. These topics included the various communities (such as family, neighbourhood, and 
church) to which the women were connected; their feelings of inclusion, exclusion, and 
belonging; what it was like to be an older woman; and the role of faith in each of these 
experiences. From my fieldwork, as well as from what textual evidence exists, I can state the 
following with some certainty: that, for many older Christian women, their relationships with 
family, with neighbours, with fellow congregants at church, and with fellow members of clubs 
and social groups are a key focus of their lives and thoughts, in many cases expressing their 
relationships with God. 

Several questions in the interview schedule inquired into the women's understandings 
about an afterlife: whether they believed in one, what picture(s) they had of it, and how it would 
"work" in terms of judgement and reunion with deceased loved ones. We often assume that 
Christians have a unified view of the afterlife, or we at least assume that most Christian women 
over a certain age are likely to cleave to a similar view of the afterlife-that which is taught by 
the Christian churches. However, the interviewees expressed a variety of ideas. In fact, the most 
common response was, 'I don't know what it will be like'. Nevertheless, most of the older 
women I talked with have speculated, and it is how these speculations affect their actions in this 
life, as well as how they compare to Christian teachings, that I am interested in here. 

At this point, let us hear from four of the women interviewed: 

Barbara: 'I don't believe in [God as a) judge as such because (a] judge could 
sentence people to hell, couldn't they, and I don't believe that God would do 
that.... Because I believe God is a God of love and ... 

forgiveness, and a judge 
doesn't forgive, does he? A judge punishes'. 

Millie: 'But we must all go to heaven, because it says we're all going to be 
judged. So, how can you bejudged if you don't go to heaven? Whether you'll 
stay there is another matter'. 
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Veeve: 'I think heaven or hell can actually exist on this Earth. To me, it's- a 
case of fellowship with God or separation from God, and that can happen here 
just as much as in the afterlife.... 1 mean, I do think of the existence of heaven 
or hell, but not as places; [rather, ] as states of beMg'. 

Nancy: 'Now, if we're all looking forward to this, going to the kingdom of 
heaven-well, it depends how you live on this Earth, doesn't it?... [ We're aII 
going to face judgement, and because of that some people are going to be 
allowed into] this wonderful afterlife and some people are not .... [Mly 
husband 

... I just don't know where he ended up'. 

The afterlife and Judgement Day in Christian teaching and doctrine 

What does the Christian faith teach about resurrection and judgement" [2] In the first 
instance, it is important to know that the different Christian denominations place significantly 
different emphases on questions of judgement, punishment, predestination, and other matters 
regarding death and final destiny. Therefore, what follows is a general statement of the common 
ground, and does not constitute any particular denomination's doctrine. [3] 

A foundational Christian belief is that the possibility of partaking of eternal life is 
bound up with our earthly lives, and that an accounting of those earthly lives will occur on 
Judgement Day. Resurrection is, first, the belief that Christ rose from the dead on the third day 
after his crucifixion, and, second, that the faithful will rise from the dead at the Last Judgement. 
The Last Judgement is God's final sentence on humanity on the Last Day, which is the day of 
Christ's Second Coming and the inauguration of God's kingdom on Earth. Believers will be 
received into eternal life with God and the angels in paradise. Others, the unrepentant sinners 
and those who have rejected God in tl-iis life, will be sent to hell, the place of everlasting torment 
and punishment. All of this is resurrection as "not yet". 

At the same time as holding this belief in a fate to be finally decided in the future, the 
Christian church and the New Testament scriptures teach that all Christians, through faith, 
already participate in Christ's resurrection. Believers have already been spiritually raised with 
Christ; but they will experience their full (that is, bodily) resurrection only at the Last Day. 
Also, Christians believe that Christ's resurrection has inaugurated the "age to come" and that he 
will "come again" to complete the New Jerusalem. Thus, the Last Days are already present as 
well as being expected in the ftiture. Along with this goes another Christian idea, that of the 
"communion of saints". A belief stated in the Apostles' Creed, the communion of saints is 
traditionally understood to be the spiritual union that exists between each Christian and Christ 
and also between each and every Christian, whether in heaven or on Earth. This cornmunion, or 
relationship, is believed to exist "already". In sum, one of the most important features of 
Christianity-and also one of the most challenging to grasp--is that this religion holds these 
two ideas of resurrection as "already" and "not yet" in tension. 

To digress briefly: For the sake of simplicity, I have deliberately onuitted a discussion of 
the resurrection of the believer's body, and of what form that body might have. I realise that 
issues surrounding the body are of particular interest to feminists. Feminist critiques of 
Christianity have long criticised the church's traditional preferencing of the spiritual life over 
the bodily life, and the deferment of well-being to the next life. Feminists have put forward 
many arguments in support of honouring the body, and feminist Christians have written many 
prayers and liturgies that celebrate the body. At the end of this article, we may wish to propose 
that "living God's conununity" is a form of bodily resurrection-but let us hold that to one side 
for now. 

Community, connection, and caring in feminist theology 

Christian feminist theologians are very concerned with life in the here and now. This is 
not to discount any interest in or beliefs about an afterlife that they may hold; rather, they place 
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a particular emphasis on women's experience and praxis. and on the quality of life in tills 
existence. And it is the ideas of these feminist theologians that will help to place the 
interviewees' comments in context. 

A key idea emerging is that of living resurrection life in the here and now. what I call 
"living God's community". Rosemary Radford Ruether has written of 'incarnat[ing] the 
redemptive community ... [and allowing God to break] in from the future' (Hampson and 
Ruether, 1987: 17) to correct and refresh the past for the lived now. Diana Eck writes that 'the 
resurrection of Christ ... has more to do with whether there is real life before death than Xvith 
whether there is life after death' (1993: 115). Mary Grey uses the term resurrection a, a 
metaphor for 'a way of reflective living and action' (1999: 114). For her, Jt]lle pravis of 
resurrection ... means beginning here and now' (1999: 114, author's emphasis). For these and 
other feminist theologians, the praxis of resurrection is the ethical response to a competitive. 
individualistic world. It is a local-level, community-oriented, daily-enacted response that judges 
the world, finds it wanting, and seeks to repair it. 

Take the concept of moral judgement. Carol Gifligan (1979) has proposed that women *s 
reluctance to judge others may be part and parcel of women's care and concern for others. IwIII 
extrapolate this to state that therefore some women, like interviewee Barbara (above), are 
reluctant to accept the finality of a Judgement Day that will, by definition, doom some others to 
eternal punishment. Gilligan has observed that women's moral understanding and judgements 
are different from men's, making it clear 'why a morality of rights and noninterference may 
appear to women as frightening in its potential justification of indifference and unconcern' 
(1979: 444). Perhaps women reject a 'formal and abstract' God in favour of a 'contextual and 
inductive' God (Gilligan, 1979: 442), and thus see God-the-Judge as letting more people be 
included in the blessings and rewards of eternal life. This would be in keeping with feminization 
thesis, '[a] view ... that religion in the West ... has been undergoing a process of fundamental 
orientational change in which feminine (rather than masculine) images of the nature of 
deity ... [have] come to predominate. God [has come to be] seen as loving and consoling, rather 
than as authoritarian and judgmental' (Swatos, 1998: 187). [4] 

Picking up on this theme, Grace Jantzen writes, '[t]he isolated, autonomous individual 
clinging to his or her rights and impartially performing his or her duties is, from the 
connectedness perspective, a good picture of hell' (1992: 11). In contrast, 'the connectedness 
model seeks by positive building of relationships and community to prevent or scale down 
crises before they happen' (1992: 10). Would not the greatest crisis, then, be a Judgement Day 
where many souls were condemned to eternal punishment? Therefore, a way to lessen this 
would be to build relationships and commUnity-to help others-in the here and now, and thus 
to realise resurrection in the present for as many people as possible. This brings us to an ancient 
teaching of the Christian church, that 'heaven cannot be fully perfect until every member of 
every generation of the human race is within it .... [and that] what really matters is the 
resurrection of the whole Body of Christ' (Perry, 1975: 124). Therefore, one's own resurrection 
is caught up in the web of humanity's resurrection and cannot be affected apart from it. 

Empirical findings 

But what view of resurrection and judgement has the greater claim on the lives, minds, 
and hearts of older women in today's England, women who grew up with the authority of the 
pre-war Christian establishment and its teachings on sin and salvation? Are these women 
awaiting resurrection in a hoped-for future, as traditional Christian teaching instructs, or are 
they realising resurTection now through their caring relationships in communities, both religious 
and secular, as feminist theologians have posited? I am proposing preliminary answers to these 
questions by drawing on my interviews with Methodist and Anglican churchgoing women in 
York aged 65 and up. And, I will be drawing on comments from the same four women we heard 
from earlier. 

Barbara was in her early 70s. As we heard previously, her God was a loving, forgiving 
God., one who would not be so hard-hearted as to send even the worst sinners to eternal 
punishment-'except if they weren't repentant'. Speaking of herself and her own time of 
judgement, Barbara said, 
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Usually, if I've done something that I'm not very pleased about. I'm fairly 
repentant straight away. And I hope that would be enough when the time came 
for me to go to heaven. But it might not .... And I wouldn't like to think I'd 
gone to hell because I do think I've tried pretty hard. And I feel that all tile 
plus marks should have got me well on the way. 

Millie was in her early 80s. She based her understandings of the workings of heaven. 
hell, and God's judgement on the authority of scripture and her own efforts at Interpreting it. 
She said, 'I think God will judge because he says he will. So I believe that'. In response to 
questions about whether she believes in heaven and hell, Millie said, 'Yes, of course I do. 
'Cause God says so. That's why I believe in it. Because he said so'. Her remark, recounted 
earlier, that we will all go to heaven but we will not all necessanily stay there, was an 
interpretation that came to her one day as she was thinking about what she had read in the bible. 
Still, in doing all of this puzzling out of the meanings of the scriptures, Millie conuriented, 'If 
you dwell on [the certainty of God's judgement] too much, [you] could be a little bit afraid, 
couldn't you really? 'Cause you're always afraid of the unknown, aren't you'? 

Veeve, also in her 80s, was, like Barbara, unsure of an afterlife, calling herself 'an 
agnostic [who doesn't] even try to speculate'. As we saw at the beginning, her experience of 
heaven and hell was "already", possible here on Earth in this life. Nevertheless, she continued, 
'I don't know, and yet I have a good feeling that there's an afterlife ... and I don't know why I 
think that. I don't remember anybody teaching me, but maybe it's what I've gleaned from the 
bible, you know, putting it all together as it were'. Veeve was not overly concerned, saying 'I 
don't worry too much about it, to tell you the truth. 'Cause I mean I shall find out when I get 
there, won't F? She was more concerned about being separated-or feeling separated-from 
God in the here and now, as we live our lives with other people: 

If you feel separated from your fellow human beings, you can't help but be 
separated from God. And ... if you feel separated from God, I think that as a 
Christian ... I would automatically feel separated from human beings because 
the two go together. 

Finally, Nancy, in her 80s, was a 'definite' believer in heaven, hell, and God's 
judgement. She saw God as more loving and forgiving than Millie did, but not quite as loving 
and forgiving as Barbara did. Said Nancy, '[God] loves us no matter what we're like, doesn't 
he? ... I think the Lord realises that you have your moments of weakness and this is all part of 
human life, isn't it? I'm sure he understands. Yeah, I'm sure he does'. 

Analysis and conclusion 

What do these women's words tell us? A long life might mean more time to work 
towards eternal life, to repent for sins and to act to repair damage done. This seems to be the 
case for Barbara. In her later life, Barbara found that she had more time to concentrate on 
helping others, time she did not have as a young wife and mother. She was working out her own 
salvation here on Earth, and consciously trying to make a better life for others on a daily basis. 

But for Veeve, we cannot know anything at all about the afterlife, so working to 
maintain connections to our fellow human beings now, in this life, was key to maintairuing a 
relationship with God. There was hope for an afterlife, an expectation of judgement, but no 
worries about what cannot be known or controlled. And for Millie and Nancy, there was a 
certainty of heaven, hell, and a final judgement that will send each woman to one or the other 
destiny. They devoted themselves to bible study, prayer, and-after a lifetime of caring for 
others-whatever good works they could still perform, coupled with an unshakeable faith in 
God's promises. These four women spaced themselves along a continuum that spans from an 
awaiting of God's kingdom at one end to a living of God's community at the other, based on 
their own individual mix of certainty and uncertainty, hope and concern about an afterlife. 
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Based on this research, I propose that, rather than sitting-or kneel Ing-meekly by. 
many older women are "out there" taking resurrection into their o'A, -n hands and their own 
communities. They are not only awaiting God's kingdom but living God's community. The\ are 
not only workingfor resurrection but in resurrection. Whether or not an older Christian woman 
believes in a final resurrection, in an ultimate redemption of (at least a part of) the world. she is 
willing, even eager, to make a better life for more people on Earth, created through the exercise 
of her own style of moral judgement-a morality of connectedness. If a ývoman has a traditional 
belief in heaven, hell, Judgement Day, and an afterlife, then she is likely to incarnate the 
communion of saints in the here and now as a sacred duty, one that will help her own soul in the 
future as well as have a positive effect on the souls of others, both living and dead. For the 
woman who is unsure of the existence or nature of an afterlife, but feels that heaven and hel I are 
states of being that can equally exist in the here and now as in some future time, then 
incarnating the resurrection community is an activity that inust take place now, on Earth. For 
both types of women, the morality of connectedness, a life that will provide the most good for 
the most people-and perhaps even the best chance of future resurrection for the most people- 
is at play. 

This is a fulfilment of what Mary Daly calls for in her watershed text, Beyond God the 
Father. Daly proposes that by rejecting their past praxis of focusing on the next life and on the 
God who rewards and punishes after death, women should 'liv[e] full lives here and now', and 
create 'a counterworld to the counterfeit "this world" presented to consciousness by ... societal 
structures that oppress' (1973: 30-31). She says that this will then be 'participation in eternal 
life' (1973: 3 1). For older Christian women, God may or may not judge individuals and all of 
humanity at some future Last Day; but in the meantime, they can incarnate the resurrection 
community today. 

NOTES 

[1] This article was presented as a paper at 'Making Time/Marking Time', the British 
Sociological Association 2000 Annual Conference (University of York) and at 'Gendering 
Ethics/The Ethics of Gender', the Centre for Interdisciplinary Gender Studies 2000 International 
Conference (University of Leeds). The paper developed from research conducted for a PhD. 
Grant support for the PhD was gratefully received from Methodist Homes for the Aged and 
from the School of Theology and Religious Studies at the University of Leeds. 

[2] Definitions in this section of the article are based on those given in Cassell's Dictionary Qf 
Christianity (Cooper, 1996), The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church (Cross and 
Livingstone, 1997), and The Macmillan Dictionary of the Bible (Selman and Manser, 1998). 

[3] All of the women interviewed were Protestant, and, with one exception, either Methodist or 
Anglican. I wish to draw the reader's attention to this fact, as no Roman Catholic women were 
interviewed and thus the concept (and doctrine) of purgatory never presented itself as an option 
either to the interviewer or to the interviewees. (Thanks to Lena Gemzoe [Dept. of Social 
Anthropology, Stockholm University] for pointing this out. ) 

[411 refer the interested reader to Schoenfeld and Mestrovic (199 1) for an interesting discussion 
of masculine and feminine traits of God in Protestantism, Catholicism, and Judaism. The 
authors attempt to draw a connection between a masculine, Protestant God and the 'economic 
development of Western capitalism' (1991: 368), and speculate that the "ferninization" of God 
(although they do not use this term) is a reaction against capitalistic structures and %, alues. 
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