Transitions: Adult Children Caring for Aging Parents
Introductions:  Experience-wise - I’m not the most qualified to speak. However,  I’m glad to initiate the discussion. When it comes to experience – it is difficult to acquire.  I’ve heard that “Experience is what you get just after you need it”.  In many ways it is no truer than in caring for aging parents.  I only have one shot at caring for my father and only one shot at caring for my mother.  It’s not like anyone can say, “Go see Jim, he’s done this dozens of times.”  

While it is true that we do a lot of On-the-Job-Training; it is also true that there is a great wealth of resources from those who have gone before us.  Their wisdom and experience has been painfully gained.  As is true of the experience we will receive; thus equipping us to help the next generation.  Their counsel can help us make decisions with a fresh perspective.  Their testimony can help comfort us in times of trouble.  Their experience can help us protect from isolation and loneliness.
Biblical Foundations:

1.  Command of the Law

             "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
a. How might the honor of our parents affect our long life?  

b. How might our honoring our parents set the table for our children to honor us?
c. Notice that it doesn’t say “Because, in your opinion, they deserve it”.  Though it may look differently for each family.

      The Law commands that we care for our parents.  To do this legalistically, we fall far short of the honor we are called to bestow.  “Honoring” does NOT put on us the responsibility of extending the life of our parents. Nor does it call us to provide resources that don’t exist; or carrying guilt over the sickness and death of our parents that comes at the end of our earthly lives.  

  
Death isn’t natural.  We weren’t created to die, but to live.  However, death is normal.  It is part of the Gen. 3 curse that mercifully limits our years in this fallen world.  Our parents won’t escape physical death and neither will we.  However, the care given between now and then; the relationships that are matured and employed; the sacrifices that are made…can have a tremendous impact on how that death is experienced. The memories we carry and the lessons our children learn as they observe from a healthy (age appropriate) distance what it means to Care for Aging Parents when their time comes.  
2. Redemption of the Fall

a. Ex 20:12 isn’t the first account of honoring parents

i. Gen 3. Expelled from Eden.  Talk about NOT living long in the land!

ii. While the Lord wasn’t an earthly parent, the mess of the fall is being redeemed through God in/with us, and honoring our father and mother is a part of that redemption.

b. Matthew 15:1-9 1Then some Pharisees and teachers of the law came to Jesus from Jerusalem and asked, 2"Why do your disciples break the tradition of the elders? They don't wash their hands before they eat!"  3Jesus replied, "And why do you break the command of God for the sake of your tradition? 4For God said, 'Honor your father and mother' and 'Anyone who curses his father or mother must be put to death.' 5But you say that if a man says to his father or mother, 'Whatever help you might otherwise have received from me is a gift devoted to God,' 6he is not to 'honor his father' with it. Thus you nullify the word of God for the sake of your tradition. 7You hypocrites! Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you: 
 8" 'These people honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me. 
 9They worship me in vain; their teachings are but rules taught by men.'" 

i. This verse is not primarily about caring for parents, but about worship.  
ii. If our worship is healthy, everything flowing from it is changed, 
                         including the care of our parents!  

iii. If we worship in vain, then everything flowing from it will also be affected.
  
The honor we bestow upon our parents is tied directly to our worship.  In the above passage, the broken care for parents is evidence to the verdict of the broken worship in verses 8 and 9.  

 
We may not have things we would consider ‘traditions’ like they did when this account was written, however in today’s culture our intentions often carry the same weight.  And it might be that God would challenge us concerning our intentions.  “I intended these funds for ______, but God has said _________”.  This doesn’t mean that every intention is wrong or that all funds saved for any purpose should automatically be sacrificed for nursing home care, however there are times when this is what God would have us do.  While our “Plan A” might have to be put on hold, God’s “Plan A” is on track.  What might appear to be a disruption to our anticipated plan, in the end can be “our finest hour” (Apollo 13).
  
There is no cookie cutter answer for much of this; different people, different personalities, different family obligations, different relationship, different resources, different years/months/days, etc.  We each need to discover what faithfulness looks like in our unique context.
Practical Applications:  There are four basic prongs to the “Honoring/Caring for Parents” fork.
1. Boundaries

a. Different but Honorable Relationship

i. Neither over-identification nor indifference.

1. Aging issues (deteriorating health, mobility, etc.) are changes they will have to learn to work through.  

a. As we lose things we value – our relationship with Christ can move more to the forefront.  

b. Life transitions often from “What I can do” to “People I know”.

2. Enjoying vs. mourning 

a. Employing remaining abilities and Spiritual Gifts vs. morning losses.

3. Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep.

ii. Neither living their life for them nor isolating from them.

1. Resource for Information & Perspective – They provided this for you when you were young.  Now you help provide it for them.

a. This can significantly reduce anxiety and fear of an unknown future.

2. They still make the decisions as long as they are able.

iii. Deceitful Heart Check – Why are you feeling . . . guilt, anger, cheated, fear, etc?

1. We might feel pressured to provide more than we can.  Why?

a. Could be love.  Could be other new arenas of selfishness. Why?

b. Healthy Tension of Priorities – set and communicate clear boundaries  and expectations
i. Honoring your parents is not accomplished by destroying yourself or your own family.

1. Leaving & Cleaving has established a new #1 family priority.  

2. Sacrificing your children for your parents doesn’t honor your parents; it merely sacrifices your children.

3. Disregarding your parents neither honors them nor does it demonstrate love as you walk before your children.  Don’t underestimate how much they ‘pick up’ from you.
ii. Often more relational than material.  Speak/affirm positive history/relationship.

1. Is your heart at peace?  Are there outstanding issues in your relationship (Forgiveness/Reconciliation)?  Is improving the relationship dependent upon what Christ has done for you or are you demanding something of them?  

2. If there are outstanding issues for you – often your parents would also benefit in reconciliation.  

a. Consider what is best for them.

b. Relationship is highly important now.

i. They depart in peace.
c. Establish Better Memories… Enjoy one another!

i. Memory book, Photo album

ii. Trips, Meals

iii. Time
2.  Tasks - There is a very tangible, rubber meeting the road, practical side of care

a. Meeting Physical Needs

i. Matthew 15:5 – The deceitfulness of intentions

a. If the Church would actually receive all that people have “intended” to give – hunger would be a defeated foe.

ii. Honoring may require the sacrifice of our own desires and wants in order to meet their needs.

iii. ‘Leaving and Cleaving’ does establish a new family that is a new priority not to be sacrificed for the provision of parents.

iv. Looks different for each family and circumstance.

v. James 2:15-16 – How much more does this apply to our parents?  ‘be warm, be fed’


b. Food

i. Not just quantities but quality

ii. Appetites lessen as we get older.  Fresh fruits and vegetables are important.

c. Shelter

i. Assisted living 

ii. Nursing home 

iii. Move in with you

iv. Stay at home

d. Transportation

i. Are they really able to drive or do you need to step in and provide transportation?

3. Communications – Clear and concise.  Communication Ahead of Chaos
a. Communication with parents

i. Some time investments now can make the future better for all.

ii. If they are not included in these conversations then decisions will be yours without their input.  

b. Planning ahead – Making these decisions NOW can prevent a lot of heartache and family stress in the future.
i. Who will be the substitute decision-maker for health-care decisions?

ii. Who will be the substitute decision-maker for financial matters?

iii. What role(s) will the family play?

iv. Do they have a CURRENT will?

v. Are there CURRENT funeral plans?

1. Even if there are no wishes – it is freeing to know that there are no wishes.

vi. What are their wishes concerning life support systems?

vii. What are plans for care as they become less able to care for themselves?

1. Move in?  Assisted living?  Nursing care?

viii. Financial organization: Gather the following legal and financial documents and information
1. Bank accounts, credit cards, CDs, “Hiding places” in the house, etc.

2. Insurance policies (life, home, health, disability)

3. Pension plans, investments, Safety deposit box access

4. Real estate, home, business, car ownership

5. Prepaid funeral arrangements and/or cemetery plot.

6. Location of keys, alarm or entrance codes (home, car, etc)

c. Communicate with other care givers, siblings and family

i. How might clear communications help surviving siblings?
1. May be even more important if there are several surviving siblings in order to prevent opposing opinions as to “What parent wanted”.  Preserves relationships.  
2. Clear communication can act like shock absorbers on rocky roads.  

3. Everyone involved may have a different presumption as to what EVERYTHING might look like.  

4. Emotional hard times aren’t abnormal.  

5. Clear communication can reduce unnecessary friction during emotionally volatile times.  

d. Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep.

i. Can be a time of volatile change of abilities, expectations, emotions for the parent and the child, siblings, in-laws, relatives, friends, neighbors, etc.

ii. Speak the truth in love – Sometimes what we want has nothing to do with the realities we face – yet compassion in the midst can be a great comfort.

4. Relationships – Honorably Changing Roles
a. Transition in relationship

i. You grew up depending on them AND ultimately on God

1. They considered safety, diet, socializing, etc. to provide an environment where you could blossom.

2. They would distinguish between your needs and wants.

3. “Honoring” your parents was equated with “obeying”.

ii. They are now growing to depend on you AND ultimately to depend on God.

1. Consider safety, diet, socializing, etc to provide an environment where they can blossom.

2. You need to distinguish between their needs and wants.

3. “Honoring” is not as simply defined.

b. ‘Interruption’ in your plans doesn’t equate to interruptions in God’s plans
i. Can be unexpected, inconvenient, troubling, emotional rollercoaster, stress, etc.  

1. Much like Apollo 13 – “This may be our finest hour.”

ii. This can be a time where life-long memories (good/bad) can be created.  

1. Consider the time/effort/consideration investment you make – it will have a return.

iii. Care Decisions - not so much “Right” or “Wrong”, but informed decision making with the best information available at the time.

1. As many different answers as there are personalities, people, situations, options, etc.

2. Take time to gather information, counsel, and advice, pray; then make a decision (Sometimes time doesn’t allow for your comfort with it).

a. Humility can make this much easier.  Presumption – more difficult.

b. Take the time to make the best decision and then rest in the fact that you made the best decision you could.
c. Second guessing won’t change the past.

i. As many times as I’ve tried to rework the past in my mind, I’ve found that the unpleasant past the really happened is the only one God is in.
iv. In-laws
1. Depending on the relationship with the family you can be a great support.

2. There might be discussions where you are welcome and some where you are not.

3. How you interact will change from family to family, but you might have an opportunity to speak from a different perspective.  
4. Honor is for In-laws too!

 
In a nutshell – this can be an overwhelming, turbulent and emotionally exhausting season of life.  Even more so if we attempt it in isolation apart from the support structure God has provided in those who have gone before us.  It is a time where we most need to think clearly and are the least able to think at all, it is a time that can demand the most energy when we have the least energy available, it can be a time where emotions are right on the surface when we would rather they not be.  

Find someone to walk with you through this that can help keep you grounded, weep, laugh and talk with you; this life experience is not designed for isolation.  

Feel free to contact me with your questions. Mark Bentz at 540-248-3608 or bentzmr@jmu.edu.

