Explanation of Model for Facilitating Faith-Health Integration 

in the Frail Elderly
This model reflects themes expressed by frail elders interviewed in a pilot research study in 2002-2003.  Nine individuals affiliated with a Christian congregation, ranging in age from 74 to 97 years old, reflected on their faith and health as the frailness associated with aging became personal. Only one had no major medical diagnosis that could be identified.  The majority had several major identified diagnoses.  Most lived in chronic pain, and encountered problems with balance and physical endurance.  Few could clearly articulate the integration of their faith with the changing functional health status that they were experiencing.  At the core of their comments was the challenge of maintaining integrity of self in the face of changes in faith and health.  Integrating the faith and health experiences seemed central to maintaining self-integrity.  The model expresses the issue of integrity of self in terms of successful integration of faith and health experiences.  These thoughts are in the center box.
The three outer circles reflect specific areas of review that may facilitate successful integration of faith and health in the experiences of aging.  It is proposed that these three areas form the structure for interventions aimed at facilitating faith-health integration.  The role of facilitator of faith-health integration is a major focus of the parish nurse literature, although few interventions are specifically described.  

Responses of frail elderly in the interviews suggested to the researchers three areas for review: (1) total life review with a sensitivity to experiences that may increase meaning, purpose, roles, and responsibilities in the present life context of frailness; (2) review of functional abilities for assets and challenges to health; and (3) review of faith/church affiliation for affirmation of self as valued by God and others.
Selected comments by respondents in the pilot study and subsequent research will be related to the center box and three outer circles as a way of clarifying meaning of these constructs. 
Integrity of self (center box)

The following quotes convey the sense of successfully integrating faith and health.
“Nothing tastes the way it used to because taste buds aren’t the same the older you get.  You can’t expect it…I know that I am closer to God than I ever really was.”
 “Well, breaking my wrist, I think was probably the beginning of having time to pay attention to God.  Because before that I was always occupied with other things.  Here I was sort of struck and couldn’t do much else.  You know, you begin to realize that all that really matters is God, and what God’s will is for you.”

“I, I think you are much more concerned about spiritual things.  I don’t think I have ever repeated as much scripture to people, to other people, as I have since the stroke.”

“But I have to say there have been moments, not of questioning, but there have been moments where you wonder what it’s all about.  What is life all about?  But with that we have had the strength that God in his goodness although you don’t know why these things happen, we have really come to the place where we thank him that he has entrusted us with these hard times rather than being angry and whatever else you could be.”

“Well, we are always glad to accept any gift that God gives us, you know, love and family and all that and you also have to learn to accept the things that you aren’t too crazy about like broken pelvic bones”

“When you make Jesus your Lord, you can endure all things.  That verse says it all.  You can know that it is profitable.  I don’t say a joy, because it isn’t.  I’m not there yet.  But, I think it’s profitable to the body to see someone go through the hardships.  I taught that God’s grace was sufficient.  Now I’m living it.”  (JPW-05)

“It’s a quiet time for me.  I have more time to think and meditate and maybe I’ll grow from it.”  (JPW-04)

“People said, ‘how can you be that way when you have pain?’  I said, ‘because I’ve known the Lord for so long that to turn to him now is just a wonderful feeling.’  I always have a little saying for myself that in times of stress and discomfort, gulp the Word.” (CVC-07)
“I think that you rely more on Him when you get older….  When you get older you have to rely on Him and when these situations come in you quit rationalizing because you just, well you figure God’s hand is in this and we are not to understand.”  (Dd-1)

“The whole idea is that we have been redeemed and we are loved by God.  It may seem that we have been forsaken, but we are loved by God.  There is no end to that love.  I think that’s all in the background of accepting.”  (JPW-02)
Review of functional abilities for clarification of autonomy (right top circle)
Several comments by respondents led us to realize that the elderly define themselves “in good health” by such indicators as “still being on my feet” even though they significantly struggle with balance while upright, physical endurance, and ever-present pain.  Health status often was described by relational and comparative functional abilities, not by presence or absence of disease.  The parish nurse needs to review specific functional abilities if she/he is to achieve a useful picture of the elder’s physical challenges to autonomy, and sense where spiritual challenges may intertwine with those physical. 
The quotes below were in response to the question of how they would describe their health in general.
“So many younger that are worse off than I.  Can’t complain.”

“I manage to do whatever I want to do.  So I don’t see it…and of course the arm always hurts a little, but I just ignore it.”
“I suffer a lot of pain which wears you down physically and mentally to a point.  But I think my general health is good.”
The following quotes were in response to review of specific functional abilities.
“If I need to get quite a bit of groceries, I get someone, one of my children will come and help me.”

“Because then I still do the cleaning in my apartment, but now it doesn’t get cleaned very often.”

“I’m having some new soreness in one foot; I have trouble buying shoes that don’t hurt my toe.”
“But I also find that it’s harder for me to write legibly.”

Review of faith/church affiliation  (lower circle)

Several comments of respondents led us to identify the need for affirmation of self as valued to God and others.  The integration of faith and health is embedded in, and nurtured by, relationships with God and the faith community.  Knowing the perceived relationship of the elderly person to the local church helped to frame the faith experience.  The following quotes relate to perceived relationships with the church, both affirming and diminishing.

“I couldn’t pray’ and I don’t know what would have happened if I wouldn’t have had friends that prayed for me.”
“I think it would be good for every senior member to have someone to come every week.”

“And the visitation pastor would come out and bring us communion and so forth.  Oh yes, it helped so much.”

“Today, being in a smaller church, I like it very much because I get to know the people and they get to know me, and we enjoy that very much.”

“The church that I belong to is a very, I would say a very helpful church.  People don’t ignore you, they come and talk to you.  They want to know how you are.”

“They have been sustaining me in one way with their love and kindness and their helping at times and so on.”

“I guess that’s one thing that I am impressed with our church, how caring people are there…You just feel like they are living out their Christian life by doing what they are doing.”  (JPW-04)

“I always make sure I go to church.  If I didn’t go to church, I don’t think it’s right.”

(CTFG)

“Presence is very good…You know, I like to see you.”  (JPW-03)
“Well, I think that process of health and restoration comes…in a fellowship of believers….It comes through face-to-face contact with people…in telling our story.”  (NO-01)

“People are redeemed.  But we need each other to help us through the process.”  (JPW-02)
“Well, I guess I would like, that if he [ pastor] would ah, maybe give me a call on the phone, see how I am doing or periodically come and see me for a few minutes.”

“But I think the church could do much, much more.”

“But I’ve been very disappointed; not any of the pastors have called or come over or anything.”  
“…of course, I wasn’t included.”

“our churches need to find jobs for the seniors”

Life-review (left top circle)
This circle represents meaning, purpose, roles and responsibilities that characterize the person throughout life, and offer opportunity for growth in the later years of life.  Life review in these areas can facilitate the integration of faith with the present health challenges faced by the frail elderly.  The quotes below are organized around the concepts of meaning, purpose, roles and responsibilities.
Meaning:  

“I’m thrilled, you know, to know that heaven, is much more exciting as I think of seeing a grandson, and how it will all be…I’m looking forward to heaven; never have I looked forward to it as much as I do now.  And I think that’s the hope that we have as seniors that keeps us going.”
“So now we are up at the lake and looking at the beauty of God’s nature and all the memories that we’ve had with our children here.  So, I think that’s sufficient.”

“And so, that’s when I was thinking about death, and so forth, the reality of death.  But since I’m now almost eighty-six years old and have some disability with my wrist and such, I think more of my relationship with God, and that is primary for me.  One of the other things I always say, “Lord may your will be done.”  Sometimes I’ll say, “Lord, I don’t like this; help me with it.  But if it’s Your will, let it be.”

“That [music] is my way of expressing my faith.”
“And I have to think of what would of happened if I wouldn’t have had that [conversion] experience as young as I was.  And I realize that when you come, when you count your conversion that early, did something really happen?  Well, then, you have to think about what has happened in the following years, was it real?  Well, it must have been real; it’s lasted ninety years, ninety years, in spite of doubts.”

“I think when you’re older, you get more time.  I spend more time praying than I ever did when I was working and taking care of my family.”  (CTFG)

“When you become a receiver then there’s an opportunity to listen to God in a way that you haven’t done before.”  (NO-01)

“I think earlier experiences in life had strengthened my faith.” (JPW-02)
Purpose:

“Because in joining a convent, I devoted my life to God.”

“And my twin sister, when she was living, always said that when difficulties came, she always said, ‘Tuck in a little closer to the Lord.’  And I’ll never forget that; and I do just that.  And I find that even more intensely do I do that, tuck in closer to the Lord.”

“But I always say, ‘Whatever this does for your honor and glory, Lord.’”
“Well, I thought there was a purpose in it all.  At this time, I see that there is a purpose in it all.  I have many people I have shared my update with.  So I believe that God wants us to share and He puts His hand of position that we can best do that.” (JPW-05)

“To make us like Jesus is the purpose.” (JPW-05)

“I found that when serious things come along, God gives us the faith to believe.  It changed my whole philosophy of life.  I’m here because God has a purpose for me.”  CVC-03)

“I see at my advanced age – I’ll soon be 80 in a couple of weeks – that there’s a purpose in sicknesses and illnesses and infirmities other than just to pray for healing.  Healing is all fine.  But God accomplishes many things through illnesses and sicknesses and infirmities.  I believe we need to look at what the purposes are – look beyond the healing.”  (CVC-04)
Roles:

[comment after describing a day of helping her sister] “And I went to bed feeling, I thought, ‘My, I’ve been happy today.’”
“Oh, I am so thankful that I can do…and you know how I love to garden.”

“Many, many times, if I’d awaken in the night, and through the years, I have tried to learn lots of scripture and I’d pray for everybody I know.”

“I realized that one of my oldest interests was new people coming into the church…and I realized that that’s my interest now.  My strong interest is in meeting new people.”

“I’m on the prayer chain.”

“And one has to come into a new role as a receiver and that’s something that’s very hard at first to accept.” (NO-01)

Responsibilities:
“It’s hard to know, if you’ve led the life that you should have led.  Have, if you did everything that you should have done, as a Christian.  As a church member.  I don’t know the answer.”
“I never, I don’t think I ever failed in my obligation to the church, to be there when I needed to be there, and do what I needed to do.  But my own personal life, I compare it with other people and I find myself falling short.” 
“I’ll admit that at my age I maybe could do more than I do, but I use my age as an excuse.”

“That’s all my family in that picture up there – that’s all of them.  Every morning I look at that and I pray for each of them individually but I’m sure that if I was not down here sitting in this room that I wouldn’t do that.  I would be off running doing things I would want to do during the day.  But I sit here and I got nothing to do except to pray for my family – all day.” (Dd-1)

“Even his death helped me.  Then I realized, you know, I realized.  You’ve got to be strong.  You’ve got to keep going.” (JPW-03)
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