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Finding Our Bearings:
What Grandparenting Means 

Today

We live in an exciting time, a time impacted by cli-
mate change, social change, and religious change. It 
is characterized by a unique set of hopes and fears, 
by social upheaval, and unanswered questions. 
Political systems are in flux, giving rise to hope and 
instability. This is the age in which we find ourselves 
as grandparents, great uncles, great aunts, and as 
older mentors of children and youth. 

Phyllis Tickle, the renowned New York religion 
columnist and author of The Great Emergence1, is 
one of a growing group who claim we are in the 
middle of a social and religious upheaval that is 
comparable in size to the Protestant Reformation. 
Living between major eras presents us with great 
adversity and great opportunity. If grandparents 
and other elders have blessed us by passing on their 
faith in winsome and gracious ways, we have roots 
that will help us to do the same for future genera-
tions. However, we need more than the examples of 
our elders to relate to today’s children and youth, 

 1. Phyllis Tickle, The Great Emergence (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Books, 2008).
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who face a unique set of challenges. Our approach 
to grandparenting may be linked to the past, but 
we must allow it to evolve in response to today’s 
circumstances. It will then take us on an exciting 
journey into uncharted territory. 

Our present age grows increasingly secular and 
pluralistic. Christianity has not disappeared and it 
is not going away, but it has lost the social privilege 
it held in the West for many centuries. For instance, 
children and youth may not receive the social encour-
agement to confess Christ and join the church that 
their parents and grandparents experienced. On the 
positive side, this means that young people of today 
who choose to do so are making more deliberate 
choices than previous generations did. That bodes 
well for building a church of passionately commit-
ted members. On the sobering side, it is increasingly 
likely that today’s children and grandchildren will 
choose not to follow Christ or join Christ’s church. As 
participants in our current cultural milieu, many may 
consider themselves to be spiritual, but not Christian. 

We can counteract this trend in our current cul-
ture by deliberately guiding young people on their 
journey with Christ and the church. Stories, con-
versations, celebrations, activities, and rituals define 
and shape who we are. Sharing our experiences in 
faith forming ways can be a gift to God’s larger 
family, across generations, for biological and church 
family grandchildren.

Who Are Today’s Grandparents?

Just as the young people of today are different than 
we were at a younger age, as the grandparents of 
today we have characteristics that distinguish us 
from any previous generation of grandparents.
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Today’s grandparents are younger seniors. In 
addition to living in the midst of contemporary 
upheaval, today’s younger seniors have a number of 
unique characteristics. We are part of the “boomer 
generation,” a population bulge which began with 
increased birth rates after World War II and continued 
until birth control pills appeared in the early sixties. 
This means that there are more seniors around today 
than ever before. Because of good health care and a 
high standard of living, we expect to live longer lives. 
Boomers are hard for other age groups to ignore; we 
have had a major impact on society since birth. 

As we enter retirement, boomers’ sheer numbers 
continue to dominate many levels of church and 
society in North America. With such an impact, the 
health of society, church, and family, depends upon 
today’s seniors aging well. 

Many seniors are part of the “club sandwich” gen-
eration. With increased life expectancy for older 
seniors, many of today’s grandparents have family 
responsibilities toward parents at the same time 
they are caring for children and grandchildren. As 
we struggle with our place in the middle of the sand-
wich, some of us also have to deal with the complex 
relationships that arise when our grandchildren are 
members of blended families. 

The myriad challenges facing families today bless 
the wider church by making it aware of changing 
family dynamics. The church can return this bless-
ing by providing support groups that help families 
thrive. We need to share our experiences with other 
church members for this to happen.

Seniors know a lot about doubt and faith. Seniors 
have learned to read the Bible critically. As part of 
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that critical engagement, some of us discontinued 
inherited spiritual practices such as family devotions, 
going to adult Sunday school, or attending midweek 
Bible studies. Some were influenced by the Jesus 
Seminar, a movement attempting to reconstruct a 
historical Jesus, while others reacted to theologians 
like Marcus Borg and John Shelby Spong, who dis-
puted traditional understandings of Jesus’ divinity 
and came up with new ideas. 

Doubts about faith are familiar to many young 
seniors. As we face the challenges of aging and life 
transitions, doubt and belief often become close 
companions. While this could seem like a disadvan-
tage to providing spiritual guidance for biological 
and church-family grandchildren, experiences with 
doubt also create avenues for conversation and 
reflection with youth. If we have the courage and 
humility to return to or start new spiritual practices, 
we can travel together with younger people on the 
journey of faith.

Many seniors are in conversation with people of 
other religions. Interacting with those of other faiths 
and integrating that experience with Christian con-
victions allows seniors to express faith in an increas-
ingly secular and pluralistic society. As a result, 
seniors can be valued conversation partners for youth 
and younger adults who are claiming Christian faith 
in an increasingly post-Christian, North American 
context. Young people may be more likely to listen 
graciously to a senior’s words of encouragement and 
caution than they are to listen to the wisdom of their 
parents, whose authority they may be challenging.

Many seniors are comfortable. Boomers have had 
more opportunity to plan for retirement, and to save 
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and invest profitably toward that goal, than any pre-
vious generation. Many of us can claim “Freedom 
55” with enough energy and resources to serve dif-
ferent dimensions of God’s family. 

Thanks to improved health services and other 
supports, seniors of today expect to enjoy independ-
ent living for a longer period of time than previous 
generations. As Will Rogers is sometimes credited 
with saying; “One of the many things no one tells 
you about aging is that it is such a nice change from 
being young. Being young is beautiful, but being old 
is comfortable.”2

The comfortable part of aging well today does 
not just benefit seniors—it frees seniors to share 
the blessings of later years with younger members 
of God’s family. Aging can be both a burden and a 
blessing, but if we embrace it as a gift to ourselves, 
our families, our churches, and broader society, the 
burden will be lessened and the blessing increased 
for all. 

The Influence of Grandparents

When Robert J. Suderman visited each of Mennonite 
Church Canada’s congregations in 2005, he was 
inspired by seniors who related to other people’s 
children and grandchildren with the same patience 
and love they showed their biological grandchil-
dren. It was one of many ways he saw and described 
God at work in our midst in his book, God’s People 

 2. These lines were originally found as an unattributed quote 
on Ralph Milton’s Rumours e-zine, which he stopped produ-
cing in early 2011 (http://www.ralphmiltonsrumors.blogspot.
com), but a web search suggests that the words belong to Will 
Rogers (http://www.etni.org.il/farside/willrogers.htm).
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Now!3 However, he noticed that such affirmation 
and love was lacking in many congregations. He 
wrote, “If seniors have not yet learned how to be 
proactively affirming, they will need to learn.”4

Whether we relate to biological grandchildren 
or to other younger people, learning how to affirm 
and bless them in proactive ways is critical to their 
spiritual health and to that of the congregation. This 
remains so whether or not they choose to become 
part of the churches with which we identify. It is 
critical for us to learn to speak freely and appropri-
ately about the spiritual hope that guides our lives.

The bestowing of blessing remains one of the 
most powerful agents for releasing God’s work 
upon individual lives within both religious and 
secular contexts. Rachel Naomi Remen’s book, My 
Grandfather’s Blessings5, provides a moving testa-
ment to the effect of such blessing in a non-religious 
context. Remen was raised by secular parents but 
longed for and treasured the weekly Jewish blessing 
her practicing Jewish grandfather gave her. 

Remen’s sentiment is just one indicator that 
grandparents’ blessings and testimonies are needed 
by younger generations, perhaps even more so now 
than ever before. Boomers have been greatly priv-
ileged, and privilege carries responsibility. As the 
“new” group of young seniors, we are called to 
use our resources to work with God toward God’s 
reign. This includes fostering intergenerational har-
mony in our families, church, and society. 

 3. Robert J. Suderman, God’s People Now! (Waterloo/
Scottdale: Herald Press, 2008).

 4. Ibid., 56.

 5. Rachel Naomi Remen, MD, My Grandfather’s Blessings 
(New York: Riverhead Books, 2000).
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The Augsburg Search Institute, George Barna 
Associates, and other surveyors of social and reli-
gious trends have had encouraging findings; parents 
and grandparents continue to have a significant 
impact on the attitudes and choices of today’s young 
people. For instance, Christian Smith shares detailed 
research findings that confirm parents as the single 
most important influence on the religious lives of 
young adults. He also claims that the assumption of 
a sharp religiosity decline during young adult years 
has been greatly exaggerated.6

Recent research on grandparents has focused 
mainly on the issues and challenges of custodial 
grandparenting, but as the boomer generation 
moves into this role, the more typical grandparent-
grandchild relationship is receiving some attention.7 

Unfortunately, the spiritual aspect of this rela-
tionship has been neglected in most of those studies. 
Why? Is it due to the ageism of our youth-glorifying 
culture? Is it a result of individualism, which tends 
to separate us from larger social and familial net-
works? Is it because we live in settings where fam-
ilies are often disconnected from grandparents? 

Whatever the reasons for this lack of attention, 
and whether or not it has been researched and docu-
mented, we need to claim and reclaim this signifi-
cant role. It can also be extended to congregations, 
where members become family for each other. 

 6. Christian Smith, Souls in Transition: The Religious 
& Spiritual Lives of Emerging Adults (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2009).

 7. Holly Catterton Allen and Heidi Schultz Oschwald, 
“God Across the Generations: the Spiritual Influence 
of Grandparents,” in Nurturing Children’s Spirituality: 
Christian Perspectives and Best Practices, ed. Holly Catterton 
Allen (Eugene: Wipf and Stock, 2008), 267–288. 
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In most traditions, grandparents have been 
accepted and respected as keepers of wisdom. While 
we need to learn from younger people in our rapidly 
changing context, respecting the insights of elders 
heals both church and society. 

A respected Manitoba indigenous leader, Jules 
Lavallee, speaks freely about the impact an older 
man had on him during his youth. At the time, 
Jules was living on the streets and making poor 
choices. The elder told him to start each day by say-
ing Megwetch—“thank-you,” or “I give you all my 
gifts”—four times, once facing each direction. He 
was to repeat this throughout the day. Doing this 
gradually changed Jules’ attitude. His grandmother 
also taught him to start each day by looking at the sun 
and saying Megwetch to Manitou—the name used to 
address the Great Spirit on the Canadian Plains.

As a young adult, Jules found employment as 
a life skills coach at Oo-Za-We-Kwon Training 
Centre. There he received teachings from many 
elders of different nations including Dakota (Sioux), 
Cree, and Ojibway. Jules is passing on the bless-
ings he received from those elders. In 1994, he and 
his wife, Margaret, opened Red Willow Lodge, a 
traditional teaching and healing facility. Jules also 
serves as elder-in-residence at Winnipeg’s Red River 
College, where he can bless and encourage students. 

Naming the Challenges

How can we, who are in the last third of life, equip 
ourselves as spiritual guides for those who are in the 
first third of life, whether or not they have chosen 
to follow Christ? We need to face three major chal-
lenges as we equip ourselves for this quest.
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Challenge 1: Recognizing, tending, and sharing 
spirituality. Paying close attention to our spiritual-
ity may take a bit of practice, but it is a necessary 
prerequisite if we wish to provide guidance for those 
who are in earlier stages of life’s journey. If we learn 
to share our faith experiences winsomely, children, 
youth, and young adults will want to know about 
the spiritual aspects of our lives. 

Young people seek integrity and authenticity 
rather than conformity. This doesn’t mean that we 
have to be canonized as saints to become spiritual 
guides, but it does mean that our lives must hum-
bly and transparently reflect our journey with God 
and the reconciling gospel of Jesus Christ. It also 
means that we need to learn to speak comfortably 
and from personal experience about God’s presence 
in our lives and in the world.

We must learn to recognize and name the many 
ways God is present in our lives. This is the kind of 
activity and language we’ve often reserved for pas-
tors, so it may take a bit of practice. This book will 
explore some of the ways that God is present with 
us in everyday events from birth until death, shaping 
the overarching stories of our lives.

Unless we die suddenly, we have some choice in 
the way we approach end of life issues. Our choices 
can have a powerful effect on how younger people 
view the spiritual aspects of aging and death. None 
of us can predict when and how we will die, what 
our future physical condition will be, or whether 
or not we will maintain our lucidity, but we can 
proactively claim a positive outlook. We live in a 
society that tends to glorify youth and to deny the 
approach of death. We lock frail people away. That 
attitude makes it difficult to die well, yet those of us 
who have accompanied others on their final journey 
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know that dying well has powerful potential for 
leaving a legacy of faith. 

As grandparents, our quest to bless the young 
can lead to our own spiritual growth, which will 
help us to end our lives well. As part of the process, 
we may rediscover and reclaim scripture as person-
ally relevant and life-giving. If this happens, we will 
be as blessed as the younger generation we seek to 
guide on the journey toward the one we worship as 
the Way, the Truth, and the Life.

Challenge 2: Learn how faith grows. Understanding 
how faith grows is something we expect of Christian 
Education specialists. However, those specialists 
may not relate to the young people about whom we 
are concerned. In an age where we can no longer 
rely on social structures and attitudes to promote 
Christianity, we need to learn how faith grows so 
that we can become deliberate faith nurturers. Many 
children live far away from their grandparents or 
may not have Christian grandparents. Seniors are 
called to reach out and bless those children by prac-
ticing the art of spiritual grandparenting and pass-
ing on a legacy of faith.

Developments in psychology, brain science, and 
spirituality studies over the past fifty years have 
provided new and helpful tools to assist us in this 
holy task. Please Pass the Faith introduces some of 
those tools. It briefly summarizes how faith tends 
to express itself and develop in the young. At the 
same time, it speaks to the dynamic dance between 
development and conversion, between predict-
able maturation and the growth that results from 
unpredictable encounters with the Holy.
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Challenge 3: Tap the spiritual potential of family 
stories and holiday celebrations. Stories and holi-
days share a marvellous ability to communicate faith 
and ideas across age boundaries. Therefore, we will 
look at the stories and themes in our lives that con-
nect with our natural spiritual rhythms. We’ll find 
out how they link with the underlying stories and 
themes of God’s people through the ages. This book 
suggests activities that foster story-telling and story-
listening in ways that sensitize us to God’s presence 
in our lives and in the lives of the young, who may 
or may not see themselves as followers of Jesus.

Holiday celebrations often span generational 
divides. They present opportunities to connect with 
biblical themes addressing the core of our human 
experiences. When we engage these themes in fresh 
and personal ways, they help us to claim our place 
in God’s ongoing story. 

Conclusion

Our quest to spiritually mentor the young can lead to 
rediscovering and reclaiming Scripture as personally 
relevant and life-giving. Learning about the way faith 
changes as we mature helps us to find our own places 
on the journey of faith and life. The stories and cele-
brations that we tap for their spiritual potential allow 
us to place our stories within God’s big story.

If these things happen as we practice and learn 
the art of spiritual grandparenting, we will be richly 
blessed indeed, even as we become a greater blessing 
to the young.

Reflection and Discussion Questions

1. Which descriptions of today’s younger seniors res-
onated with you? How is your reality different?
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2. Do you have stories of seniors and young 
people blessing each other? Reflect, share and 
celebrate these signs of God at work across the 
generations.

3. In your family and congregational life, what 
intergenerational stories illustrate how you 
can be stumbling blocks to each other? Reflect, 
repent, and look to God for ways of healing 
these rifts.

4. Three challenges to becoming spiritual grand-
parents are introduced. How do these challen-
ges compare to your understanding of what is 
needed to fulfill this ministry?


