ladies live longer
What is it like being old in Ghana, Togo and Germany?
What do church and mission do for older people?

we are all getting older … and poorer
Populations are ageing all around the world.
And pensions are often shrinking … if there are pensions at all.

Of course each one of us is getting older. The population on average is getting
older, too. This demographic change is particularly noticeable in Europe, but life
expectancy is growing in almost every country in the world – including Ghana
and Togo. At the same time, increasing living standards are accompanied by
lower birth-rates.
West African societies are still relatively young, even though children continue to
die from treatable illnesses. But the proportion of over 65-year-olds is rising. Two
thirds of the girls born in Togo today can expect to reach the age of 65. There are
not yet huge numbers of older people in developing countries. The challenge lies in
the increasing mobility and growth of the cities at the expense of the countryside.
Children are expected to look after their elderly parents. But what if your children
live hundreds of kilometres away? Or do not have a job?
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Women live longer, and so they also live alone more often. It is not rare that an
80-year-old woman still needs to work in order to eat.
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In Germany children also often live a long way from their parents’ home. But there
are nurses who drive around looking after the elderly, deliveries of meals and
homes for old people who need intensive help. And there are old people’s groups in
every parish, and rotas of people who visit those living on their own.
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The challenge for Germany is that the low birthrate means that the number of
adults of working age is decreasing. Taxation and social security payments made
by working adults finance both pensions and care for the elderly. The government
is already not able to increase pensions in line with wage growth. Older people are
becoming poor in comparison with other Germans.
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The challenge for Ghana and Togo is to compensate for the lack of pensions and
social security. Children are still largely responsible for their elderly parents. But
who can help if the children are far away or have no money themselves?
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what does ‘old’ mean?

We discover: Being old is not what it used to be.
Very old people used to be much less common. But life
expectancy is rising and birthrates are decreasing – in Africa
and in Europe. Young people are more likely to move away
from home in search of work, and are not always there to help.
We see: That churches are helping to combat loneliness.
Nobody should be lonely. And absolutely nobody should be
lonely, ill and in need of help. Our societies are becoming
increasingly anonymous. In our cities there are people who
do not even know their neighbours. Parishes realise that they
need to support widows and widowers. It is our duty to break
through the veil of loneliness and invite everyone to be part
of our community.
We know: Everything takes time.
We were born as tiny babies, took many years to grow and,
with God’s help, we can move mountains. Our churches and
missions began as small groups of committed Christians. It
will take many years before we can provide older people in
the developing world with the assistance they need. But we
are making a start.

Barbara

Barbara is much-travelled. She was born in Poland in 1933, survived the Second World War and lived through communism. After
the death of her first husband she emigrated to Libya.
Barbara’s first husband was an actor, and with him she had two
daughters. He died in 1976. Shortly afterwards Barbara received
an offer to go and work in Libya and was allowed to leave Poland.
Her daughters stayed behind.
Barbara worked as a physiotherapist in Libya for 10 years. Then
she met her current husband, a German engineer. They married
in 1988 and moved briefly to Poland, before going to Germany in
1990 after the fall of the Berlin Wall.
She has four grandchildren, all of whom are already in their 20s.
She is still waiting for her first great-grandchild. For three months
every year she visits Poland to see her daughters and grandchildren.
Barbara has been living in Bremen since 2002. In the mornings
she goes and helps in an old peoples’ home. She takes residents out
for walks, plays games, and helps to feed those who cannot feed
themselves. She also likes to visit residents with Polish roots and
talk to them in her mother-tongue. A particular passion is exercise classes where Barbara
can use her skills as a trained
physiotherapist. Many of the
people she helps are younger
than herself.

Casia

Retirement? Casia has little time to stop and
rest. She has to look after her 81-year-old sister-in-law. Her house is also home to one of her
sons, a grandson and a great-granddaughter
Casia still lives in the village in the east of
Ghana where she was born around 70 years
ago. After her wedding she helped her husband
to farm their piece of land. And she earned
additional money as a dressmaker. When her
husband died she had to look after their nine
children on her own.
Casia receives no pension, so she needs to carry
on working. Farming is getting too hard for her,
so she makes palm oil instead. But this is also
very hard work.
Every Sunday Casia goes to church with her
family and thanks God that she still healthy
and strong – most of the children from her primary school class are no longer alive. After
the service she visits old and sick people, who
could not make it to church, and takes them the
Eucharist together with her pastor.
For Casia helping others is not a question of
time. It is a question of attitude.

Valentine
Valentine is a German refugee. She fled her home in 1944 to avoid the
fighting of the Second World War. And she found her way out of communist
East Germany.
Valentine was born in Kaunas in Lithuania. The Nazis had moved her family
there to help to secure the German occupation. One year later they moved
back to Germany before Russian troops entered Lithuania.
After the war Valentine taught Russian in the town of Meissen in East Germany. She left the East before the Berlin Wall was built and the border to
West Germany was sealed. She found a job in Hamburg and met a widower
who also came from Lithuania. They married and moved to Oldenburg. Valentine taught in a village school nearby until her retirement.
Valentine has been a widow for 20 years. Two years ago she moved into an
old people’s home and is very happy there. She prefers not being on her own
and enjoys going to the services which are held in the home every week.
A prized possession is the photo album that Valentine was given for her 10th
birthday. She has clung on to it through all the troubling times she has lived
through. “The album shows how life was in Lithuania before the war. We
were not barbarians in the East.”

Felicia
Felicia is 80 years old. She spends much of her time looking after her husband, but she is happy to do that. It is a
rare blessing in Togo for husband and wife to both reach
their 80th birthday.
Felicia’s 12 children and 20 grandchildren help her. Four
of the children are adopted. When somebody was really in
need, Felicia always offered help.
Their house is made of mud and is currently also home to
an orphaned 12 year-old great-nephew who Felicia took
in. She built the house together with her husband, and it
is nice and cool inside, but the straw roof sometimes leaks
when it rains.
When she was younger Felicia acted as midwife for the
village. She gave birth to all her own children without any
help, but she has never received any medical training –
she only went to school for four years – and she has never
even been to see a doctor. She prefers to drink a salt solution and pray.
Felicia is active in her
parish. One of her jobs
is to remove weeds from
around the church, so
that the congregation is
not surprised by snakes.

Gesine
Gesine was born in 1952. She lives in Veldhausen, a village in the West of Germany near the border with the
Netherlands. She has three sons and one daughter, her
husband died in 2008.
Gesine has been working as a nurse for over 35 years. She
spent the last 25 years providing care in the home, mainly
for the elderly. She is also a member of the parish council
in Veldhausen.
As a nurse, she organises a twice-weekly meeting with tea
and coffee for old people. Gesine not only looks after the
bodily needs of her patients, she also provides spiritual
accompaniment. This is part of her job as a nurse for her
protestant employer Diakonie.
It is also Gesine’s job to help to enable her patients to take
their own decisions and live as independently as possible.
She would like to have more time for her patients. There
is, however, a lot of paperwork that needs to be done.
Nevertheless, patients and their families are generally
very appreciative
of the work done by
Gesine and the
Diakonie.

Fidelia

Fidelia is 80 years old and cannot do everything on her own
anymore. She nevertheless finds time to help her handicapped
neighbour.
Fidelia was born in 1935 and still lives in the house where her
mother gave birth to her. The house could do with some repair
work, but Fidelia has neither the money to pay for repairs nor
the strength to do the
work herself.
Her husband died a few
years ago, the couple
had seven children.
Fidelia’s children have
had 29 children of
their own, she is also a
great-grandmother.
When she was younger
Fidelia earned money
baking bread and doughnuts. Now she looks after a small plot of
land with the help of one of her grandsons.
Fidelia still finds time to help the deaf son of one of her neighbours. The fact that the neighbours belong to a different tribe
is not a problem for her. She knows well the words of her Lord:
“Love your neighbour as yourself.”
Fidelia also still manages to sweep and weed the area around the
village church. But her joints are aching more and more. Soon her
pastor will need to find someone else.

Ilse

Ilse was always ready to help others. Having
suffered a number of strokes, she now needs help
herself. But she remains positive and active.
Ilse was born in 1930 in a small village in the
Lippe region. She says that her childhood in the
countryside was not difficult despite the Second
World War. However, she was not able to finish
her apprenticeship in retail sales, and worked
instead for many years in a clothing factory.
In 1961 Ilse married a carpenter. They stayed in
their village and had one child, a daughter, in 1968.
Ilse was very active in her parish, for example in
the mothers’ group and visiting the elderly. In fact,
whenever something needed doing, Ilse came to
help. She was also busy in a sports club and in the
AWO welfare organisation.
Ilse’s husband died in 2003. Shortly after his death
she suffered her first stroke. She recovered well,
but after the last stroke she has been unable to live
on her own. Ilse moved into an old people’s home
in June 2013, where she remains active and takes
part in the cultural and exercise programmes.
Ilse has always loved travelling. She always wanted to visit South Africa, but such a journey would
be too hard for her now. Instead her family gave
her a wonderful present for her 80th birthday: A
flight in a small aeroplane over her home village.

Thérèse

Thérèse grew up farming the land
in Togo. When she got heart problems she had to move to Lomé to
be near a hospital.
Thérèse had seven children. One
of her sons died young, but that
was not uncommon. Back then
around a quarter of children born
in Togo did not live to celebrate
their fifth birthday.
Thérèse liked living in the countryside, and was active both in her
parish and in the village community. 20 years ago she had a heart
attack. The nearest hospital to
her village is four hours away, so
Thérèse and her husband moved
to the city. When her husband
died, one of her daughters moved
in to help.
Mother and daughter live in a
simple hut with a corrugated iron
roof. One of Thérèse’s sons now
also lives in the neighbourhood.
When he finds work as a welder he contributes to support his
mother as well. The neighbours’ children also help with little
things such as shopping or bringing water from the well.
Like most people in Togo, Thérèse has no health insurance.

When she needs to go to hospital she receives support from her
parish. Her parish also gives her food once every three months.
“I used to cry a lot, but not any more,” she says.

women on the move
Church goes to the people.

For some people, it is too far to walk to church. Unless you have money for a taxi or know somebody with a car – hardly likely in many
villages – then the only possibility is for church to come to you.
Many different people belong to the community that makes up a parish. Elderly and sick people can often not manage to get to church
on a Sunday. More and more people live alone because their children moved away in search of employment.
Parishes do not want the elderly to be excluded from their
community. This is particularly important for the Eucharist –
a community that does not depend on strength. Many parishes
have a second collection at the monthly Eucharist services,
the money being for the old and sick. And pastors and presbyters visit those who were unable to come to the service. They
talk, listen, pray and share holy bread and wine. The small
gathering at the bed of the sick person is part of the wider
community, all are brothers and sisters in Christ.
At the end of the short visit there is always time to talk about
practical questions. There may be a small donation – soap, oil,
rice or some money – to make life a little bit easier.
Parishes realise that a short visit once a month is not enough.
They therefore actively try to involve parish members, neighbours and relatives in providing regular help.

women help others
Church empowers the elderly.

Long established in Germany, old people’s groups are now also common in Ghana and Togo. They are open to everyone, also members
of other churches and religions.
An example is the Shepherd-Center in Peki, Ghana, where each group has its own leadership committee. The committee organises each
meeting, invites speakers, musicians or medical experts – or asks members to contribute to proceedings. The program is as varied as
the members themselves. Stories are told, news is reported, people relive the songs and dances they performed when they were younger, recipes are swapped, food is cooked and shared. Nurses come to measure blood pressure and blood sugar, an optician offers eye
tests and prescribes cheap glasses.
The aim of each group is to remain as active as possible for as long as possible, and to the present and visible in the parish. They form
choirs who sing in services. And on the world day of the elderly, 1st October, they are out on the streets demonstrating for better provision for older people.

women meet together
Church creates community.

Women are instrumental in organising
parish activities, both in Europe and West
Africa.
Bible groups and women’s groups are part
of almost every parish in every town and
village. They offer space to meet and talk
about questions of faith and daily life. Bible
stories, particularly those offering hope and
consolation, are very important to the
women of the “Biblia Habobo” groups in
Togo.
These groups also have choirs who sing in
every service, making them a visible and
integral part of their parishes. Group members are of course happy to help each other.
If someone is sick she will be visited, if she
needs help she will receive it. And if someone does not have the money to buy the medicine she needs, women will even reach into
their own pockets.
Once a year around 1000 women come together for an annual meeting. There are
prayers, bible groups and discussion groups
on subjects such as ‘solving conflicts in the
family’ or ‘the causes and consequences of
climate change’.

women care

Church cares and consoles.

In Germany, intensive nursing care is provided by nurses.
But even in Germany 70% of care is provided by family
members – usually wives, daughters or stepdaughters.
Professional care is only sought when the family can no
longer cope. But who provides care in Africa, where there
are no qualified nurses around – and no money to pay them
anyway?
Again the answer is wives, daughters or stepdaughters.
Providing care usually means living under the same roof,
and this often leads to tension. And the traditional family
structures are not as strong as they used to be. Increasingly
people see their children moving away in search of good
employment, and there is no one left to provide care when
they need it.
This is a major challenge for parishes, which they face
mostly without support from other institutions. Even people
who have health insurance cannot expect it to cover daily
visits. And so pastors and presbyters organise assistance:
Perhaps someone to take over care for a few days or provide
meals. Fortunately neighbours continue to support each
other. The future of the church in Ghana and Togo is going to
involve an increasing amount of social services and care.

Talking helps. Actions are stronger.
Caring for the elderly people
and enabling them to take
part in society is like every
diaconic activity and thus a
core component of the Gospel. This should be part of
public theology or prophetic
diaconia of the church. As
part of our practical theology,
our mission should focus on
life in fullness on earth for
holistic salvation.
In order to enhance the work
among elderly people, the
participants made the following recommendations to their
churches:
-Initiate
advocacy for the
elderly.

--To include the family and
community responsibility for the elderly in their
teaching.
--To bring churches and governments to mainstream
ageing into their policies,
programmes and activities.

them.
-Encourage
churches and relief organisations to include
a specific mechanism for the
elderly in case of emergency

-Support
churches and community-based initiatives for
the elderly and promote exchange and sharings so that
--To lobby to churches and
people can learn from exgovernments for old age
pension to all aged people at isting initiatives and build
their capacities.
local and national levels in
order to restore the dignity
-Encourage
the organization
of the elderly.
of intergenerational programmes and activities.
-Promote
the programme of
senior volunteership to valFrom the declaration of the participants
ue the talents and skills of
of the international consultation on
the elderly and benefit from “Ageing in Ghana, Togo and Germany”,
Kloster Frenswegen, September 2013

about this exhibition
This exhibition draws inspiration from
a joint project of the Bremen Mission,
the United
Evangelical
Mission and the
Diakonie of the
Evangelicalreformed
Church in
Germany.
There were two
international
and intercultural
meetings – in
Germany in 2013 and in Ghana and Togo
in 2014 – which was sponsored by Bread
for the World.
Participants from church and Christian
social work looked at the changing
situation of older people in all three
countries. People working with old people
in parishes and institutions were invited
to contribute their experiences and
impressions. We visited organisations
offering in-home care, residential
homes, a multi-generation living project,
educational services for older people, a
hospice, self-help groups for older people,
hospitals, a special institution in Germany
caring for people who had been homeless,

and a project for cured leprosy
sufferers in Ghana.
After visiting this wide
range of institutions
and project, we spent
time working in
parishes and care
institutions and
shared our thoughts.
In Germany we
discovered a wide
range of specific
services for the elderly
provided by the Diakonie – the
Protestant church’s provider of
social services – many of which grew out
of parish initiatives.
We were impressed
by the competence
and commitment
of those involved,
both in parishes and
Diakonie.
In Ghana und Togo
we discovered
parishes actively
going out to look
for those who need
help, and many new
groups for both older

and less old elderly people,
who support and help each
other. We were impressed
by Seth Agidi and his
commitment to his work in
the Shepherd Center, and
Christine Mensah, who is
in charge of the work with
the elderly in the church
in Togo. It was interesting
for German participants
to see how things can
be organised with very
few resources, how well
cooperation between different churches
works, and how faithful old people in
Africa are when supporting each other and
their parishes.

the bremen mission
The Bremen Mission is a federation of two
African and
four German
churches.
They support
each other as
partners with
equal rights,
in a spirit of
theological
and cultural
exchange and
solidarity. We
also provide financial support and
advice for development projects in
West Africa. These projects are de-

vised and carried out by the
African churches. Every
year schools are built and
wells dug, thousands of children are vaccinated, HIV
and AIDS are discussed
openly, hospitals and clinics treat countless patients.
Hundreds of young people
receive professional training, sustainable agriculture
is supported, micro-credits
are issued and much much
more.
Our member churches
Bremen Evangelical Church
Eglise Evangélique Presbytérienne
du Togo
Evangelical Presbyterian Church
Ghana
Evangelical-Lutheran Church in
Oldenburg
Evangelical reformed Church
Church of Lippe

Bremen Mission / Norddeutsche
Mission
Berckstraße 27
28359 Bremen
Tel. +49 (0)421 4677038
www.norddeutschemission.de
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