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through the period of illness, successfully
managing the physical, psychological and
spiritual pain of declining health.57

Each and every person is created in the image of
God. This is the basis of our worth and dignity.
Even in our weakness, our fragility and decline,
the image of God still shines in our eyes and we
remain his beloved daughters and sons. And for
us as Christians, that we are one with Christ
draws us to his standard of serving and of
valuing the worth and dignity of others: ‘just as
you did it to one of the least of these who are
members of my family, you did it to me’
(Matthew 25:40). When we care for the elderly,
we care for Christ. And when we neglect,
exclude or seek to ‘throw away’ the elderly, we
do this to Christ.

illness.55 No one should ever be pressured to
make an advance medical directive.

We affirm the sacredness of each person’s life,
the inviolable right to life and the need to defend
that right for the most vulnerable. We reassert
this right with great concern for those who are
terminally ill or those who are frail aged and in
physical and mental decline.

At present we are witnessing a public debate
about euthanasia and assisted dying – practices
that unwittingly or even deliberately violate the
most fundamental of human rights, the right to
the just preservation of one’s life. Dignity at the
end of life is particularly at risk when a person’s
worth as a human being is devalued and they are
isolated in facilities or their homes. 

Pope Francis warns us to be on guard against the
great lie that ‘lurks behind certain phrases that
so insist on the importance of “quality of life”
that they make people think that lives affected by
grave illness are not worth living!’56 ‘Dying with
dignity’ is one such insidious phrase. It claims to
be an act of compassion for those who are
dying, but actually entails the deliberate taking of
a person’s life. Missing altogether in this phrase
is the deeper human call to dignify those who
are dying by accompanying them in their final
journey in life.

As a society, we must foster a culture of
compassionate care that values and protects
people in their final period of life. Palliative care
for people who are dying in pain or distress is a
tried and tested means of offering such
compassionate care. The availability of palliative
care needs to be expanded and adequately
funded to ensure the dignity of people as they
are dying, with support also for carers and family
members. Universities offering degrees in
medicine and nursing also need to provide
adequate formation and training in best practice
palliative medicine. The Catholic Church provides
around half of all palliative care in Australia and is
committed to supporting individuals to live well
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A call for communities of
mercy and love

Jesus the carpenter probably built many
tables during his days in the trade, and
doubtless would have been at home in any

local ‘men’s shed’. Yet in his ministry there was
only ever one table: inclusive, open, surprising
and challenging. At his table all had a place.
There all were welcomed, fed, offered healing
and invited to change of heart. Through the
simple acts of gathering and talking, eating and
drinking, Jesus made manifest the mercy and
love of God.

The sacramentality of this shared table is held for
us now most strongly in the Eucharist. We
gather in the Spirit, savour Christ’s word and eat
and drink of his Body and Blood. We are
enveloped by God’s mercy and the broad
embrace of divine love. The Christian community
is built on the Eucharist, and older people have
an important place around that table. For them it
is a place of prayer and offering, comfort and
petition, hope and sacrifice.

The table offers belonging to the local
community, a connection to the universal
Church, and a sense of the presence of the
saints and those who have departed. At the
Eucharist longstanding hurts are healed and
losses and griefs consoled. The many graces of a
life lived are remembered and celebrated in a
spirit of thanksgiving.

When we gather with Christ around his table we
are in a position to hear what he is calling forth
from us, whether from the larger Catholic
community, young and old alike.

A call to the Catholic community
Like the broader society, our Catholic
communities are growing older. People
participating actively in the life of the Church are
more likely to be over the age of 60.58 These
members provide a base for the sacramental life
of the Church and are the ‘glue’ that holds our
community together. They visit the elderly in

their homes, in hospitals, retirement villages and
nursing homes. To those generous people we
say: you share your ministry with Christ himself,
reflecting the mercy and love that was his
response to all in need – ‘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’
(Matthew 25:35–36).

The religious orders, lay associations, charities
and dioceses of Australia have worked for nearly
two hundred years to establish hospitals,
facilities and services for people in their
communities and homes. They are inspired and
motivated by the ministry of Christ. We
acknowledge the dedication and professionalism
of the thousands of women and men who work
in institutions and services caring for people who
are ill and infirm. In every elderly person you
serve, may you see the face of Christ, ‘who in
his human flesh experienced the indifference and
solitude to which we often condemn the poorest
of the poor’.59
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Pope Francis challenges us all to change the way
we view aged care facilities. Rather than being
places where people are hidden away, he says,
they should be regarded as the ‘lungs of
humanity’ in our neighbourhoods and parishes.
There are many good organisations and groups
working to combat loneliness in these settings,
but there is still more to be done. 

There is a role here for our parishes, schools and
local aged care facilities to work together,
renewing their efforts to bridge the generations
and visit and support older people who may feel
isolated or forgotten. 

It is so good to go visit an elderly person!
Look at our children: sometimes we see
them listless and sad; they go visit an
elderly person and become joyful!60

We call on all Catholic communities to consider
how they can reach out to older people in
facilities and in their homes, for example:

• by providing increased opportunities for
participation in the sacramental life of the Church

• by running spiritually and intellectually
stimulating courses or initiating life story
projects as part of the contribution to the
community’s history

• by providing a space where young and old can
meet and share their skills, experiences and
stories.

A call to all young people
We offer a challenge to young people too. It can
be a demanding one, but the rewards will be
great and they will last you a lifetime. Come to
the table to spend a little time with your parents,
your uncles, aunts, grandparents. Ask them about
their lives, the choices and challenges they faced,
their friends, their travels, their schools and
working lives. You will hear amazing things – lives
of faith, struggles and hardships, great victories
and joys, marriages, births and deaths.

The memories these men and women possess
are your heritage. The story-telling shows you
who you are rather than what you do or how
much you possess. You may come to better
understand your own place in the narrative – the
‘living history’ of your family, your neighbourhood
and your country.61

There can be a special affinity between the
younger and older generations. Whereas parents
are often engaged in the daily struggle to get
food on the table and put a roof over your heads,
you and your older relatives have an opportunity
to get together and consider important things
beyond the day-to-day realties of this world. Pope
Francis says:

Whenever we attempt to read the signs of
the times it is helpful to listen to young
people and the elderly ... The elderly bring
with them memory and the wisdom of
experience, which warns us not to
foolishly repeat our past mistakes. Young
people call us to renewed and expansive
hope, for they represent new directions for
humanity and open us up to the future ...62

To all young people, we invite you to think about
how you can make connections with older
members of your families and communities:

• Consider giving up some of your time each
week to really engage in conversation with your
parents and grandparents.

• Talk to your teachers about inviting older people
to be guest speakers or part of your school
activities.

• Think about how you can reach out to those
who might be feeling lonely by organising a
visit to a nursing home or running a special
event on Grandparents Day.
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A call to the elders
To senior Australians, we ask: what will you bring
to the table? How will you embrace the change
in your later lives? What do we want to give to
our families and communities? Ageing brings
gifts: a centeredness that allows one to rise
above the frenetic pace of modern life; a sense
of history that reaches far beyond the transience
of popular culture or the media’s news cycle; the
wisdom gained from past mistakes or failures;
and a sense of community, which a culture of
individualism cannot provide.63 Time is limited:
how will you use it? Your gifts are great: how will
you pass them on?

Amongst these gifts is the grace of dependence.
Jesus called it up before Peter as he was testing
the apostle’s ability to lead, noting to the rather
stubborn fisherman that there comes a time
when it is not possible to put on your own belt
and go where you like, but rather ‘you will stretch
out your hands, and someone else will fasten a
belt around you and take you where you do not
wish to go’ (John 21:18). In trying to instruct
Peter, Jesus was evoking an experience all too
familiar to many, but one that was dismissed as
trivial given the elderly were invisible.

The wisdom of age brings with it the ability to be
a prophetic witness in society and a force for
positive change. Older people will have a
considerable political influence in the years to
come. The challenge for this older generation is
whether it will use this political influence for its
own benefit or for the good of society as a whole.
The way we shape our community will set an
example and the standard for future generations.

So we call on you:

• How will you use your time as a member of
the community of Faith? Your spiritual fulfilment
is an important part of the legacy and faith you
will pass on.

• You have the opportunity to pass on a bequest
of healing for past quarrels, an end to disputes,
and to relate in love across boundaries of family
and society. How will you best use that
opportunity?

• You have the wisdom of years that can offer a
great deal for the common good. It is important
to remain engaged in national debates about
the future of our society. 

A call to our political leaders
Our society is founded on the contribution of
senior Australians. The foresight and generosity
of previous generations can be seen in so many
institutions of health, welfare, education and
industrial relations. They were born out of times
when the weak and powerless lacked protection
from destitution or exploitation. We must hold on
to the best of this inheritance as we face a
period of significant social and economic change.

The ageing of the population carries with it key
challenges that have social justice implications
across all areas of policy and at all levels of
government – from taxation and retirement
savings to spending in health and aged care
services, from labour market and industrial
relations to town planning, transport and
housing policies.

Australia needs to plan for the future in a more
coordinated way.

We call on our political leaders:

• Ensure the benefits of a longer working life
extend to all, in a way that promotes positive
ageing and values the non-economic
contribution of older people.

• Defend the dignity of older people who are frail
and vulnerable, ensuring no policy or public
debate ever casts these citizens as a burden or
as rivals to younger generations.

• Bring all people to the table to consider a
national strategy for positive ageing.
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Our pontiff, himself an elderly citizen of God’s
world, gently chides us with his story of the
two tables, one large for the healthy young,

and one to keep the grandparent out of sight.
The communal table is infused with ordinary life.
It is a reminder of all the meals lovingly made
and gratefully consumed, disputes and
reconciliations, endless cups of tea, homework
and letters written and read. 

The image of the one table presages the
promise of the ‘feast of rich food’ and wines
brought alive in the poetry of the prophet Isaiah
(25:6–9). Yet as we all gather at the one table we
are invited to recognise the bounty that has
already been laid for us to share. In particular the
elderly carry these things in their hearts, and join
them into our Eucharist. 

In Australia we face a threefold challenge when
we work to give older Australians their rightful
place at the table. We must do all we can to
ensure that they continue to participate in the
heart of community life. We must protect the
frail and vulnerable and respect and celebrate
their inherent dignity. Finally, we must all stand
in solidarity and ensure that every one of God’s
precious people has a place at the table of life. 

We lose too much when we obscure or overlook
the likes of Simeon and Anna in our midst. Rather
we are called to be united in love: all God’s
people, from generation to generation, planted in
love and built on love (Ephesians 3:14–21). As Paul
reminds: ‘Owe no one anything, except to love
one another’ (Romans 13:8). None are pushed to
the margins or excluded. Our love is expressed as
we all share from the one table.

A place at the table
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Just as God asks us to be his means of hearing the
cry of the poor, so too he wants us to hear the cry
of the elderly. This represents a challenge to

families and communities, since ‘the Church cannot
and does not want to conform to a mentality of
impatience, and much less of indifference and
contempt, towards old age. We must reawaken the
collective sense of gratitude, of appreciation, of
hospitality, which makes the elderly feel like a living
part of the community. Our elderly are men and
women, fathers and mothers, who came before us on
our own road, in our own house, in our daily battle for
a worthy life’. Indeed, ‘how I would like a Church that
challenges the throw-away culture by the overflowing
joy of a new embrace between young and old!’

Pope Francis


