




or wife who is newly-diagnosed. They are very 
generous with their time and experience, and as people 
living with dementia, they help put new carers’ minds at 
rest. That is an amazing gift and it is mutually 
enriching. It also makes people with dementia feel that 
they are not just being ‘done to’ but also have their own 
massive contribution to make.

One member of the group suddenly began to deteriorate One member of the group suddenly began to deteriorate 
quite rapidly following a viral illness. His speech was 
almost impossible to decipher and he needed time to 
communicate, not always using words. One day I had 
been talking to him about his son who lives down south, 
reminding him that his son, who came often to see his 
dad, would be coming soon. 

He started talking to me about nuts and bolts, miming He started talking to me about nuts and bolts, miming 
how they are screwed together, and talking about the 
hope that they will hold. After a while, I got it: “Yes you 
are right, that is all we can do, when we are bringing 
them up we put the nuts and bolts in place as best as we 
can and with everything we have got we hope we got it 
right and our kids will turn out right!” He grabbed my 
hand and said, “hand and said, “Yes, yes! Oh, thank you”. We both 
found that communication hugely satisfying.

It is times like that, when we experience wonderful, 
spiritual moments, that we live life in all its fullness, 
just as Jesus promised us. We have to spend time 
making these moments happen. For too long now there 
has been an often unspoken consensus that we don’t 
visit people with dementia in their homes, let alone look 
at ways to help them to feel ‘at home’ in churches, 
because there is no real point. Except, of course, when because there is no real point. Except, of course, when 
we look at scripture and accept Jesus’ promise of life in 
all its fullness, it is an invitation and a promise to all. At 
a time when more people are living longer, and 
dementia is on the increase, we should to respond in the 
light of our faith, spend time together, and experience 
life in its fullness.

John Killick, a former colleague of mine, is a poet and 
language specialist who works with people who have 
dementia, trying to understand their use of language and 
communication. One day when he met a woman with 
dementia and asked her name, she answered: “I used to be 
Elsie”. He wondered why she used the words used to be. 
But then members of her family arrived, obviously loving 
and supportive, and they described Elsie to John saying: and supportive, and they described Elsie to John saying: 
“She used to be a wonderful cook, a hairdresser, Grannie”. 
It became clear that these well-meaning compliments only 
served to make Elsie feel like a ‘used to be’ in every way. 
That is an unbearable thought. 

 We need to be careful to use language that 
 reinforces people’s sense of worth and value, 
 not their sense of loss. 

TTo take an approach to supporting people’s value and 
worth takes time. At my church there is a support group 
for people who are living with dementia. They are all at 
different stages and they asked me if I would be part of 
their group. And they specifically asked me if I would 
please not organise them. It is really important that I 
respect that. They tell me that they just enjoy being 
togethetogether, being able to share, laugh and cry together, and 
they really do help one another. Between them they have a 
wealth of experience to share with others.

 People who volunteer with the group say that 
 just being with these people who are living 
 with dementia has taken away their fear. They 
 know that it is a dreadful disease, and no one 
 would want it for themselves or their loved 
 ones, but they know that it is possible to live 
 well with dementia with the help and support 
 of friends and family.

They also have a way of helping carers, especially those 
who are often frightened because they have a husband




















