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1. BEGINNING WITH 
OURSELVES 



Why are we so scared of 
dementia? 

 
A succession of studies show that we now fear dementia more 
than cancer or any other disease. 

 

This raises the question of why the thought of dementia has a 
unique power to horrify and upset us.  

 

“Dementia is a living death for 700,000 Britons” (Observer 17/2/08) 

 

“The raw horror of Alzheimer's” (Guardian 1/6/10) 

 

 

 
 



. . . And how do we 
(collectively) respond to our 
fear? 

Over 2 weeks (14-28 April 2017) the 
Express had 10 stories on dementia or 
Alzheimer’s disease: 

• 3 Risk factors. 

• 3 Ways to ‘keep at bay’. 

• 4 Ways to ‘predict’ or ‘cure’. 



Do we have a problem with 
‘Denial’? 



To see clearly, we must first confront our fear 



2. TALKING THEOLOGY – FROM 
DENIAL TO REALITY 



 
21st century idols . . . 
 

 



 
21st century idols . . . 
 

• I think, therefore I am. 

• I choose, therefore I am an individual. 

• I am independent, therefore I am free. 

• I remember, therefore I am immortal. 

• I am useful, therefore I am worthy of 
respect. 



. . . and some theological 
responses 

• I am clay, breathed on by God. 

• You did not choose me, but I chose you (Jn 
15.16. 

• You are not your own; you were bought at 
a price (1 Cor 6.19-20). 

• “I will not forget you. I have written your name 
on the palms of my hands” (Is 49. 15-16). 

• “I can do all things through God who 
strengthens me” (Phil 4.13). 

 



To see clearly, we must first abandon our idols 



3. ASKING THE EXPERTS 



Can academic studies help? 

A critical review of the literature (November 2014) yielded a total of 31 
items of original research after excluding literature reviews and ‘opinion 
pieces’ 

Case studies Autobiographies Interviews Proxy variable

Case 

AutobiographieInterviews 

Proxy  



What do people with dementia say about their own spirituality? 

 
 

• Kath Morgan – “a perfume always 
remembered.” 

• Robert Davis - from moonlight, to 
blackness, to Sunlight. 

• Christine Bryden – from cognition, 
through emotion, into spirit. 



To hear truly, we must listen to the experts  

 



. . . these accounts depend upon language. 

 

At the point where dementia becomes the defining reality, 
language is being lost . . . 

But . . . 



This is where it gets personal . . . 



4. BEYOND SPEECH AND 
MEANING 



So what insights can we gain 
into the spirituality of people 
with late stage dementia? 



Some resources: 

John Killick – finding the poetic meanings 
beyond the literal sense. 

 

Rob Merchant – can family members know 
even when communication is gone? 

 

Naomi Feil – can we ‘awaken’ a person’s 
spirituality? 

 

 



But when communication is 
breaking down . . . 

 

Look at this clip of Gladys Wilson and Naomi 
Feil. What’s going on? 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CrZXz1
0FcVM  

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CrZXz10FcVM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CrZXz10FcVM


The spiritual meanings of dementia may be 

glimpsed in the quality of stillness and attentiveness 

to the present moment  



But we are more than this 
moment . . . 

We are more than our capacities and choices at this 
moment – we build habits of virtue and meaning over time 

 



. . . And we are more than an 
individual 

We do not build or maintain meaning alone, but 
among others. Our ‘individuality’ is borrowed from, 
maintained by a social group. 

 



5. WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM 
THIS? 



For ourselves: 

 

 

• To see clearly, we must first confront our 

fear. 

• To see clearly, we must first abandon our 

idols. 

• To hear truly, we must listen to the 

experts. 



For our being-with people 
(with dementia) 

• Our identity is lent to us by others. 

• Our identity is a matter of habit and 
repetition EFEMeRA). 

• We are the sum of all our days and all our 
relationships. 



For our faith: 

• To see God at work, we must cultivate 
attentiveness to the present moment. 

• There may be more to spirituality than 
meaning and intention: habit and 
community are important. 
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Some ideas . . . 

1. We are getting more realistic: 

“Women . . . are more likely to be concerned that they or their loved 
ones will get dementia whereas men believe there will be a cure in 
their lifetime.  In essence, women are realists and men are slightly 
more oblivious.” 

 

2. We fear losing ‘identity’: 

Americans most fear the inability to care for oneself, and burdening 
others (68 percent); followed by losing memory of life and loved ones 
(32 percent). 

“Women are more affected by dementia worldwide, more likely to get it, be carers for those with it as well as be in lower paid jobs as carers in the industry.  They are more likely to be concerned that they or their loved ones will get dementia whereas men believe there will be a cure in their lifetime.  In essence, women are realists and men are slightly more oblivious.”
http://www.helpforalzheimersfamilies.com/alzheimers-dementia-care-services/alzheimers_feared_disease/

