
Elders who have been a part of a faith community their whole lives benefit 
from participating in worship with its rituals, prayers, songs and the sense 
of belonging to a faith community.  Elders with dementia, however, do not 
find a typical sermon with its dependence on words and concepts to be as 
meaningful.  

“Sensing the Sacred” is a tactile, story-centered small group worship 
experience for elders experiencing Alzheimer’s disease or other age-
related dementias.   This multi-sensory worship experience was adapted 
from “Young Children and Worship”—a well-tested, Montessori based 
children’s worship program.  In this program wooden figures are used to 
tell biblical stories as the “sermon” part of worship.  

WHY THIS WORSHIP?GOALS OF THIS WORSHIP

CREATION OF SACRED SPACE AND TIME

Even in the middle of the afternoon in a health care center dining room 
sacred space and time is created by the structure of the service, the simple 
and three dimensional story telling, and in the singing of hymns, reading 
scripture and praying together.  Together we gather, sing and pray, listen 
to one of God’s stories, and receive God’s blessing. 

USING SENSING THE SACRED

This program is a wonderful addition to the Christian worship program in 
memory care residences in assisted living or skilled nursing.  It could be 
staff initiated with volunteer assistants, or the staff could train volunteers 
to lead this worship on a regular basis.   Residents could be recruited to 
make the materials needed for the stories. 

As a congregationally based ministry it could be taken  to adult day care 
centers and residential care centers.  Congregational volunteers could also 
take this worship into the homes of parishioners no longer able to attend 
corporate worship.

RESOURCES FOR PRESENTING THIS WORSHIP

Complete kits are available for The Good Shepherd, Jesus and Zacchaeus, 
and Advent/Christmas.  These can be ordered from the CLH Center for 
Spirituality and Aging for $50 plus shipping.  The Easter story is under 
development.  Links to video training on the stories and the philosophy of 
the program are made available when kits are purchased.  Visit the 
“Sensing the Sacred” tab at the CLH Center for Spirituality and Aging’s 
website (www.spiritualityandaging.org) for an overview “how-to” piece 
and more information on what’s available for you to use in beginning this 
ministry.
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SMALL GROUP WORSHIP FOR THOSE WITH DEMENTIA

SENSING THE SACRED:

EXPERIENCING GOD

The story telling is done with an economy of words and motion, where the 
teller is looking not at the participants, but at the story ground and figures.  
All of this is done so that the story itself, not the story teller, is the focus of 
attention.  Thus in the hearing and seeing a story from God’s words the 
listeners are invited into the story so that they too can have an experience 
of God, rather than being told about God.  The content of the story itself 
may soon be lost, but the experience of the Spirit lingers. 

HOPE IN LOST PLACES

The experience of dementia is one of loss and lostness.  As the ability to 
assimilate, process, and remember new information decreases the world 
becomes an increasingly chaotic and seemingly unsafe place. Against this 
backdrop the stories of the Good Shepherd, Zacchaeus and Jesus, the 
Easter story and the Advent/Christmas story reiterate God’s love, care, 
and presence.  Being known by God by name is a recurring theme that 
leads participants to an experience of God’s love and care. 

FINAL THOUGHTS

It has been my experience that those telling the stories and leading this 
worship receive as much as those seeing and hearing the stories.  
Learning these stories and telling them are soul nurturing and sustaining 
practices.  And participating in this ministry to a group that is often 
overlooked helps diminish the fear around aging and dementia that is so 
prevalent in our culture. 

http://www.spiritualityandaging.org/

