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I N T R O D U C T I O N 
to the Outreach Ministry Guides Series

 
 

Each of  you should use whatever gift you have received to serve others, as 
faithful stewards of  God’s grace in its various forms.

(1 Peter 4:10)
 
 

This handbook is part of  a series designed to equip and empower 
church volunteers for effective ministry. If  you’re reading this, 

chances are you’re a church volunteer. Thanks for your willingness 
to serve!

Several things make this handbook unique:
 – The content is specific and practical for your given area 

of  ministry.
 – Experienced ministry practitioners—folks who’ve 

worked, served, and helped to train others in this 
particular area—compiled this information.

 – It’s written with you—a ministry volunteer—in mind.
 
Within these pages you’ll find three sections. The first gives a 

brief  overview of  fundamental principles to provide you with a solid 
foundation for the ministry area in which you’re serving.

Section 2 unpacks various skills related to the responsibilities 
involved. Understanding what is required and assessing if  it’s a good 
fit is helpful in creating a ministry team that is effective and serves 
together well.
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Finally, Section 3 provides a multitude of  practical ministry 
tools. These ideas and tips will help you demonstrate Jesus’ love to 
the people you serve.

Whether you’re a first-time volunteer or a seasoned veteran, my 
prayer is that the information and practical tools in this handbook 
will encourage and assist you. May God bless and guide you in your 
ministry!

—Matt Lockhart, Project Manager
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I N T R O D U C T I O N 
to the Senior Adult  Ministry Volunteer Handbook

First, a confession: I’m a senior adult.
There’s no one cheering louder for the success of  your 

senior adult ministry than me. There’s no better time than now for 
your ministry to meet the needs of  people like me, too.

Most statistics are out of  date the moment they’re printed but 
trends (especially those that have held for decades) stay relevant. 
And here’s a trend that shows no sign of  changing course: We’re 
living longer. 

In the United States, the average lifespan in 1900 was 47.3 
years. In 2000 it was 76.8 years. Today, an American can reasonably 
expect to tack about two years on to that total.1 Elsewhere in the 
world the numbers vary, but the trend holds.

Which means your ministry to senior adults is not only 
important today, it will become even more important tomorrow, and 
the day after that. It’s not just the number of  senior adults that’s 
skyrocketing. The diversity of  people identifying as seniors is also 
expanding. 

In your community spry 75-year-olds are holding their own on 
the tennis court, 52-year-old retirees are roofing houses for Habitat, 
and great-grandmothers are still in the workforce.

“Senior adult” no longer describes people who reach 65 and 
trade in their jobs for rocking chairs on the porch. It describes 

1  https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/hus/2017/015.pdf  
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people who are both working and retired, in good health and poor, 
who are rich with purpose and who flounder for direction. 

The training and tips you’ll find in this little book will help 
you engage with and minister to the seniors in your church and 
community. You’ll learn from people who’ve been at this awhile 
and discover what helps, what hurts, and how to avoid the mistakes 
they’ve made along the way. 

So dig in.
But, before you do, a quick word of  thanks. 
Thank you for letting God use you to minister to and with 

seniors. We’re a peculiar bunch and we know it. We live with an 
increasingly long list of  aches and pains, we’re sometimes prone to 
forgetfulness, and now and then we may test your patience. 

But we need the connections you help us forge with one 
another, with our larger church family, and with God. You’re helping 
and you’re appreciated. 

God bless you.
—Mikal Keefer, Author
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C H A P T E R  1
WHAT THE BIBLE SAYS ABOUT  

SENIOR ADULT MINISTRY

Not much, actually—but it has a lot to say about seniors. 
 

Consider these passages:
 
Stand up in the presence of the aged, show respect  for the 
elderly and revere your God. I am the Lord. 
(Leviticus 19:32)

In the same way, you who are younger, submit yourselves to 
your elders. All of you, clothe yourselves with humility toward 
one another, because, “God opposes the proud but shows favor 
to the humble.” (1 Peter 5:5)

Honor your father and your mother,  so that you may live 
long in the land the Lord your God is giving you. 
(Exodus 20:12)

Listen to your father, who gave you life, and do not despise 
your mother when she is old. (Proverbs 23:22)

Is not wisdom found among the aged? Does not long life bring 
understanding?  (Job 12:12)
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No mention of  Senior Saints potlucks appear in Scripture, but 
it’s clear older adults are to be heard and valued, not overlooked or 
discarded. And for good reason: God seems to use them.

Among other older adults who played a significant role 
in the Bible are Adam, Enoch, Noah, Job, and Abram. Toss in 
Joseph, Moses, and Joshua and you’ve got a Who’s Who of  Bible 
luminaries, many of  who accomplished amazing things deep into 
their old age. 

Abram, for instance, was seventy-five when he left Haran. 
When Moses and Aaron stood before Pharaoh, demanding God’s 
people be set free, Moses was eighty and Aaron eighty-three. Paul 
was in his sixties when he headed out on his final mission trip. 

Caleb was forty when he scouted the Promised Land and 
eighty-five when he told Joshua he was ready to fight for and work 
the land he’d been promised there. 

John was closing in on 90 when he wrote the Book of  the 
Revelation and Noah was six hundred when the rain started falling. 
Quite the overachiever, that Noah.

Seniors haven’t just been bystanders as God has rolled out his 
plans for humanity; they’ve been courageous, faithful participants. 

It’s true advanced age doesn’t necessarily equal spiritual wisdom 
or even maturity. The world is full of  older adults busy repeating the 
same mistakes they made in their twenties. But it’s equally true those 
who walk with God for decades usually know him better than those 
who’ve just met him. They’re better able to teach, offer counsel, and 
perhaps provide able leadership. 

So even in our youth-focused culture, the church is to honor the 
elderly by treating them with respect and allowing them to continue 
contributing their skills, gifts, and talents. The Bible never hints at a 
retirement age for participation in service and worship—those are 
lifelong expectations in the Body of  Christ. 

Seniors aren’t exempt—and most don’t want to be. 
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And the Bible says to not only respect elders but, if  there’s a 
need, to provide for them as well. Consider: 

 
Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is 
this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to 
keep oneself from being polluted by the world.
(James 1:27)

James specifically mentions widows as possibly requiring care. 
Widows who lacked resources in James’ time had to rely on their 
extended families for support, or perhaps the support of  adult sons. 
When those safety nets were missing, James urged the church to 
provide for widows’ needs. Presumably many of  the widows were 
older women whose poverty would have been extreme. 

The need to financially support widows may have abated 
through the centuries, but it’s not gone. Research launched by 
Horizon Investments found that more than 14% of  American 
widows live beneath the poverty line and the older the widow the 
likelier health expenditures will worsen her situation.2

Finances aside, older widows and widowers often need help 
in other ways. Some are isolated or depressed. Others find physical 
infirmities make it impossible to do home maintenance or cope with 
tiny-screen technology. Old age can quickly limit eyesight, hearing, 
and movement. 

Many widows remain isolated because there’s no systematic 
effort to connect with them. Without a ministry focused on 
intentionally engaging widows, they can quickly fade into the 
background.

As your senior adult ministry serves older people, including 
widows, you’ll do an amazing amount of  good. To the seniors 

2  Widows Are at Higher Risk of  Falling Into Poverty, Horizon 
Investments, March 31, 2021.
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who most need you, you’re providing an emotional and spiritual 
lifeline. You’re creating opportunities for meaningful fellowship 
and service. 

You’re doing what God asks you to do for people who are 
close to God’s heart.  



15

C H A P T E R  2
WHY YOUR SENIOR ADULT MINISTRY MATTERS

There are as many reasons your ministry matters as there are 
seniors whose lives you touch, but these three reasons are 

sufficient for your congregation to fully support your ministry 
efforts: 

• You’re meeting the needs of  seniors in your 
congregation.

• You’re attracting new seniors to your church.
• You’re advocating for seniors and addressing 

unintentional ageism.

You’re meeting the needs of  seniors in your congregation
Think of  it as “inreach,” connecting with seniors already within 

the orbit of  your church. 
Some are easy to spot because they’re often at church. They’re 

active in worship services, participate in mission projects, and are up 
front teaching, preaching, or leading music. When you think “Pillars 
of  the Church,” these people come to mind.

Other seniors attend less frequently but are still visible. When 
you host a program that interests them they’re there. Or they might 
snow-bird in Arizona half  the year and worship with you only 
seasonally. 

Some seniors may be off  your radar altogether. They’re 
homebound, in extended care facilities, or can no longer drive to 
church. Unless you do some looking, they’re in the “out of  sight, 
out of  mind” camp. 
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Your ministry is a vital in staying connected to seniors and 
assessing their needs. Your pastor can’t do it all and leaders in other 
ministries like youth, children, and missions have their own unique 
calling. Without your ministry, people will fall through the cracks. 

You’re able to attract new seniors to your church
Think of  this as “outreach,” letting the community know of  

programming for seniors that’s relevant to older adults beyond your 
immediate congregation. 

Chapters 10 and 12 suggest outreach programs that will snag 
attention of  seniors in your community, drawing them through the 
doors of  your church. 

Don’t believe the myth that older adults are already plugged 
into churches, or that they’re all faithful believers. Studies (thank you, 
Barna Organization) indicate that while roughly 80% of  older adults 
self-identify as Christian, less than 40% attend church monthly yet 
say their faith is very important in their lives,3 which means the 
majority of  seniors in your neighborhood are either unchurched or 
only loosely committed to their faith. 

Your ministry isn’t simply a caretaker ministry, hanging on 
to the seniors who are already on the church rolls. You’re also an 
outreach ministry. 

You’re advocating for seniors
Nobody is deliberately excluding seniors from the life of  your 

church. It just sort of  happens.
“I volunteer in our children’s ministry program,” says Doug, 

who’s nearly 70 and deals with herniated discs and arthritis in his 
back. “Last week our CE director called a 7:00 p.m. meeting at the 
church. I drove over in the dark to find the parking lot and walkways 

3  A Snapshot of  Faith Practices Across Age Groups, July 23, 2019 
(https://www.barna.com/research/faithview-on-faith-practice).
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were a skating rink courtesy of  an ice storm. It wasn’t safe for me to 
get into and out of  the building so I turned around and left.”

Another senior, Carol, struggles with the volume of  Sunday 
morning services. “I wear hearing aids,” she says. “The only way I 
can make out what’s said from the stage is to have them in, but when 
the band starts playing it’s actually painful. When I asked if  maybe 
the music volume could be lowered I was told to bring earplugs.” 

So Carol has stopped attending services. “I can watch online 
later and at home I have a volume control,” she says. 

It might look like Doug and Carol are just being prickly old 
people—one complaining about nobody salting the sidewalk and the 
other complaining about music being too loud. But notice that both 
their concerns are based not on personal preferences but in biology: 
both are dealing with physical issues that are common in seniors. 

As a senior adult ministry volunteer, one way your ministry 
matters is that you’re there to advocate for seniors, to see your 
congregational life through their eyes. Is your building and parking 
lot safe for seniors? Are their physical limitations taken into 
consideration when planning church events? Are outreach efforts 
into the community aimed solely at young families or do they include 
seniors? Where in the church budget do you see dollars earmarked 
for resourcing seniors? 

As a senior adult volunteer you’re ideally positioned not just to 
advocate for seniors, but to also work proactively to uphold the value 
and dignity of  older congregants. Ageism is prejudice against older 
people simply because of  their age. It may be accepting negative 
stereotypes as factual (“Old people always complain”) or dismissing 
older people as irrelevant, incapable, or hopelessly out of  touch.

In the church it might look like this:
• Even though social issues are often considered 

from the pulpit, not once has dealing with ageism 
been addressed. 
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• You haven’t sung one of  the hymns your older 
people request in years, defaulting to music thought 
more attractive to younger congregants. Or, if  you 
do pull out “The Old Rugged Cross,” it’s with new 
arrangement that lets your lead guitarist rock out. 

• Your senior adult ministry has just completed an 
annual schedule (congratulations!) but no senior 
adults were consulted about programs and dates. 

• A prevailing view that that older leader should step 
aside to make room for younger leaders. 

 
Ageism lives best in shadows. Until someone points it out (you, 

perhaps?) it will continue. Don’t assume your older adults will point 
it out; many older people have been socialized to not raise a ruckus. 

A fourth reason your ministry matters: self-interest. 
It may be impolite to talk about the church budget, but it’s 

silly to ignore it. And if  your church is like most, seniors make a 
significant contribution to covering the bills. 

Pat Baker is a founding member of  the National Presbyterian 
Older Adult Ministry Network and has served seniors for fifty years 
through both a government role and church positions. She’s seen her 
share of  seniors—and budgets. 

“In mainline churches over fifty percent of  the membership 
is older adults,” says Baker. “That’s across the board—Baptists, 
Presbyterians, Methodists, and other denominations. And when 
it comes to their budgets, most churches will tell you’re they’re 
supported more by older members than younger adults who are 
raising kids and paying for college.” This means keeping your seniors 
engaged and participating in church (including the offerings) is no 
small thing.

Should money be a main motivator? Absolutely not, but a 
budget shortfall could be one consequence of  ignoring the seniors 
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your church. Other consequences are far more serious: seniors 
feeling distanced from the faith community they desperately need, a 
lack of  compassion for the elderly being unintentionally reinforced 
in your church, and failure to fulfill the Biblical expectation that 
senior adults will be cherished, not ignored. 

Your ministry matters, and you matter as you serve in it. God is 
using you in ways you’ll likely never know this side of  heaven. Every 
contact you have with a senior is a lifeline of  love.
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C H A P T E R  3
QUALITIES OF AN EFFECTIVE  

SENIOR ADULT MINISTRY

When it comes to effective Senior Adult Ministries, one size does 
not fit all. One church might have a vibrant, engaged senior 

Sunday school class while across the street another congregation 
can’t get older adults to class no matter how many free donuts 
are dangled as bait. An effective ministry might look like lunch on 
Tuesday at the local pancake house. Or a short-term mission trip to 
Guatemala. Or exercise classes three times a week in the church all-
purpose room. 

As varied as senior ministries appear, those with lasting impact 
have a few things in common that form the foundation of  any 
effective senior ministry—including yours. So pause to look at what 
you’re actually doing—do you see these foundations in place? 

If  not, find a way to install them before your ministry collapses.

Effective adult senior ministries are Jesus-Centered
There are dozens of  adult social societies, fraternal organizations, 

and sororities. Most do fine work and encourage generous behavior 
but aren’t really ministries because they aren’t centered on Jesus. 

A Jesus-centered ministry is one where Jesus is at the heart 
of  everything that happens. He’s talked about, talked with, and you 
measure success not by how many outings your seniors take but 
whether they’re growing spiritually. 

You’ll know your ministry is likely Jesus-centered when you see 
the following: 
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• You talk about Jesus (and God)—a lot. In devotions, 
Bible studies, and casual conversations his name 
comes up and your group members intentionally 
seek to know him. The curriculum you choose is 
less about character development and more about 
Jesus. The service you provide is done in his name. 
There’s an element of  evangelistic outreach in your 
ministry that proclaims Jesus.

• You pray often. You pray for and with one another. 
Doing so invites Jesus into your relationships and 
circumstances. 

• You see kindness and compassion. When people are 
connected to Jesus it shows through transformed 
lives. One such transformation—actually a fruit of  
the Spirit—is a sense of  loving compassion. Do 
you see it? 

Effective senior ministries provide purpose
Some senior adults experience a loss of  purpose as they age. 

They may have lost a meaningful career or beloved spouse. They’re 
no longer raising children and health issues limit their ability to 
engage fully in activities they once enjoyed. 

They start wondering: Why are they getting out of  bed each day? 
An effective senior ministry helps fuel a sense of  purpose by 

providing relational opportunities, service opportunities, and an 
awareness of  where your seniors fit in the body of  Christ. You’ll 
help seniors see they have something to contribute, a story to tell, 
and a Savior to lift up. They’ll glimpse a vision for something beyond 
themselves. 

Effective senior ministries promote spiritual growth
Effective ministries center their activities around faith 

development and devote time and effort to strengthening spiritual 
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connections. In later chapters you’ll find a treasure trove of  activities 
to help that happen, but almost any activity can be useful if  you 
intentionally make spiritual connections. 

Don’t see how that’s possible? Okay: how is bowling backwards 
like trusting God? You’re acting on faith, that’s how. See? Case closed. 

Effective senior ministries are encouraging
Approaching your seniors with respect may seem like a small 

thing but it’s huge to seniors who feel increasingly diminished by life. 
How are you honoring your seniors? What words and activities feed 
their sense of  self-worth? How are you regularly communicating 
God’s love for them? 

Effective ministries have an upbeat feel, a positivity that’s 
refreshing to senior adults who may be living long, drab days. How 
would you describe the emotional tenor of  your ministry? 

Effective adult senior ministries provide support
Your ministry can’t do everything for everyone but there’s a 

Biblical expectation that your church—and ministry—will help 
older believers in need. That need may show up in several areas: 

• Physical needs range from simple things like providing a ride 
to church to something more challenging like cleaning out gutters. 
What, if  anything, can you do? How can you match able-bodied 
volunteers (hello, youth group) with specific seniors’ needs?

• Social needs can be met with a check-in phone call, a home 
visit, or an officially sanctioned Skip-Bo night in the church basement. 

• Mental health needs might be met with a phone call to discuss 
current events or sitting with a senior and looking through photo 
albums, inviting stories about the people and places you find there. 

• Financial needs are trickier—there’s clearly a limit on what you 
can do. But no senior should face an empty pantry; a food delivery 




