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aria was married and widowed twice 
and has stepchildren from her second 
husband. For some reason, she feels 

responsible for her adult stepchildren. She 
finds it difficult to say no when one of her 
stepsons asks to borrow money to pay his 
rent. She doesn’t want him evicted from 
his apartment, so she gives him the money, 
which is never repaid. The requests are 
becoming more frequent and though Maria 
recognizes that the situation needs to change, 
she feels powerless to make that happen. 

A second stepson used to be a drug addict 
and though he claims he no longer uses 
drugs, Maria wonders, because sometimes 
his behavior is erratic. Then there is Maria’s 
stepdaughter. Recently, she asked if she 
could borrow Maria’s car, and then returned 
the car with a noticeable dent in the side. 
The stepdaughter has not acknowledged the 
damage, and she has made no efforts to have 
it repaired.

A friend of Maria’s at church, Carol, has 
noticed that things do not seem to be going 
very well for her. Carol worries that Maria 
is not able to properly take care of herself 
and wonders about things like the dent in 
the car. It is not until Carol happens to stop 
by Maria’s house one day that she realiz-
es that something is very wrong. Because 
of their friendship, Carol is accustomed to 
entering Maria’s house without invitation. 
When she does, she hears arguing in the din-
ing room and thinks she hears a slap. When 
Carol walks into the room, Maria is seated 
on a chair and her cheek is red. One of her 

stepsons is standing over her, yelling that he 
needs more money.

Maria is clearly embarrassed when she 
sees Carol. Her stepson stops yelling and 
quickly leaves the house. Carol sits next to 
Maria and asks her if this is the first time 
that such an incident has occurred. When 
Maria admits that it has happened several 
times, Carol knows that Maria needed help.

Carol calls their pastor, who agrees to 
meet with them. Together, the three of them 
discuss the situations that Maria has been 
facing. They agree that she needs someone 
to check in on her regularly. Carol invites 
friends to be part of a schedule so that some-
one will stop by Maria’s house every day. 
Maria, along with her pastor and Carol, tells 
the stepchildren that all requests of her will 
be run by a group of people for input before 
Maria will agree to anything. The support 
of her friends and church gives Maria the 
strength she needed to identify the abuse. 
This allows her to take steps to end the 
abuse and begin healing.

Though Maria recognizes that the situation needs to 
change, she feels powerless to make that happen.
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The problem of elder abuse
armful acts, unwanted acts, or acts that 
put someone at risk, done knowingly 
or unintentionally by a caregiver or a 

family member toward an elderly adult, may 
be abusive. Sometimes elder abuse also takes 
the form of neglect, when a caregiver does 
not respond appropriately to the needs of an 
elderly adult.  

Elder abuse is almost as prevalent as child 
abuse and it can happen no matter one’s 
social or economic status. Unfortunately, it 
is not often reported. 

Sometimes elder abuse is not reported 
because abusive actions are not recognized 
as abuse. Instead, people think they are over-
reacting to a particular action or inaction 
by a family member or caregiver, and they 
make excuses. Perhaps a daughter really did 
not mean to hit; she is just having a bad day. 
Perhaps a caregiver really does need extra 

money each week and so the elder believes it 
is best to give in to those requests. Perhaps a 
nephew really did forget to purchase grocer-
ies and so there is no food. 

These actions, or inactions, whether they 
happen over and over again or just once, are 
likely abusive.

Sometimes elder abuse is not reported 
because of the cultural value placed on ener-
gy and youth. Our fast-paced culture makes 
it difficult to slow down and take serious-
ly the needs and feelings of the elderly. It 
becomes easy to ignore the needs of seniors 
and to assume that it is normal to be inatten-
tive to their needs.  

The issue of elder abuse needs to be con-
sidered in two ways. Attention needs to be 
given to the needs and vulnerabilities of the 
elderly, and attention also needs to be given 
to caregivers and families. 

The elderly may be susceptible to abuse 
due to 

•	 poor health,

•	 dependency on others,

•	 a passive personality, or 

•	 a desire not to create problems for others.

Caregivers and family members may tend 
toward becoming abusers if they

•	 have power and control over an elderly 
person, 

•	 are financially or psychologically unpre-
pared to take care of an older adult,

•	 have a poor self-image, 

•	 have a history of drug or alcohol abuse,

•	 have an inability to set appropriate limits 
and boundaries in caregiving,

•	 are exhausted and overwhelmed by the 
demands of caregiving, or

•	 lack appropriate outside support and self-
care practices.

Ignoring abuse will not make it go away. 
Instead, abuse will undoubtedly escalate 
unless there is some type of safe, effective 
intervention. 

The intentional or negligent acts that are abusive may 
cause physical, emotional, sexual, or financial harm to 
the victim.

Ignoring abuse will not make it go away. Instead, 
abuse will undoubtedly escalate unless there is some 
type of safe, effective intervention.
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Elder abuse, the Bible, and 
the Christian story    

f you are an elderly person experiencing 
abuse or a concerned friend or family 
member who suspects that a loved one is 

being abused, know that you are not alone. 
In fact, the problem of elder abuse has been 
with us throughout history—including in 
Bible times. 

The Bible includes stories and teachings 
that address how the elderly are to be treat-
ed. It recognizes that though the elderly have 
wisdom due to their age, there are those who 
will take advantage of their vulnerabilities.

The Old Testament includes the story of 
the relationships of Isaac, Rebekah, Jacob, 
and Esau. As Isaac ages, his vision fails. 
This leads his wife, Rebekah, and his son, 
Jacob, to plot against him and take advan-
tage of this vulnerability. Genesis 27 tells 
how Rebekah and Jacob plan for Jacob to 
wear skins so that he will seem hairy like 
Esau, to trick Isaac into giving the birthright 
and blessing to Jacob instead of Esau. When 
Isaac touches Jacob, he thinks he is touching 
Esau. To make sure, Isaac asks if he is really 
touching Esau, and Jacob lies and says that 
he is Esau. When Isaac discovers that he has 
been tricked and lied to, the Bible says that 
he trembles violently.  

 As God’s people wandered through the 
desert, God gave commandments by which 
God’s people were to live. One command-
ment clearly addressed the needs of the older 
generation: “Honor your father and your 
mother, so that your days may be long in the 
land that the Lord your God is giving you” 
(Exodus 20:12).

This honor is demonstrated in the New 
Testament by Jesus. As he was on the cross 
and experiencing great physical pain and 

suffering, Jesus made sure that his mother 
would receive care and support. He identi-
fied a disciple with whom Mary could live 
and said to the disciple “ ‘Here is your moth-
er.’ And from that hour the disciple took her 
into his own home” (John 19:27).

Later in the New Testament, Paul teaches 
the early church how to be Christians, giving 
clear instructions about things that people 
are not to do. Colossians 3 provides exam-
ples of these instructions as Paul writes, “But 
now you must get rid of all such things—
anger, wrath, malice, slander, and abusive 
language from your mouth” (v. 8). Such 
actions and attitudes lend themselves to an 
abusive relationship. 

Paul continues, however, providing a 
counterpart to this. “As God’s chosen ones, 
holy and beloved, clothe yourselves with 
compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, 
and patience” (v. 12). Following these teach-
ings means people will be considerate of oth-
ers, including the elderly, and will be careful 
not to participate in actions or attitudes that 
may lead to abuse.

The early church needed to hear these 
instructions from Paul, and so do our 
churches today. Churches need to consid-
er how members treat each other and be 
prepared to provide support and assistance 
as necessary. Churches need to model the 
healthy relationships and attitudes noted by 
Paul, so that everyone is valued and treated 
with dignity and respect.

Churches need to consider how members treat each 
other and be prepared to provide support as necessary.
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Steps toward healing 
ou may recognize that you, or some-

one you love, is a victim of elder abuse. 
Acknowledge what is happening so that 

steps can be taken toward healing. If the 
situation is ignored, there is good possibility 
that the abuse will continue and almost cer-
tainly get worse.

If you are the one being abused, as healing 
steps begin, know that you are not the cause 
of the abuse. It is the caregiver or family 
member who has the problem, not the one 
who is abused. 

1.	Tell others what is happening so that you 
have a support system. This can be a diffi-
cult step because it means admitting what 
happened and not making excuses for the 
actions of the abuser. Remember, howev-
er, that God loves and cares for everyone, 
including seniors. The church and others 

would like to help you, but they first need 
to know your situation. Telling others is 
not a bother to anyone. Instead, people 
will do what they can to find solutions to 
this difficult situation.

2.	Hold the abuser responsible for abusive 
actions. Let the abuser know that certain 
actions and attitudes must stop. It is best 
if this happens in the presence of others so 
that you are supported. If you are not able 
to have this conversation, have a friend or 
advocate do it on your behalf. In addition, 
holding the abuser responsible may mean 
notifying a local law enforcement official. 
Reporting abuse to authorities does not 
mean that you are getting the abusers into 

trouble; instead, the abusers got them-
selves into trouble by their own behaviors. 

3.	Develop rules for the ways in which you 
and the abuser can relate with each other. 
Just as Maria’s friends made rules for 
her and her stepchildren, you and your 
support group may also need to identify 
rules. This might mean you will not have 
any interactions with an abuser without 
another person present. 

4.	Find community services that address 
elder abuse. Many communities have 
adult protective services or law enforce-
ment personnel trained to handle difficult 
situations. These services may include 
provision for temporary shelter and care 
in collaboration with residential care facil-
ities. The services will also provide aware-
ness of steps to take to end abuse and to 
begin healing.

5.	Attend adult day care programs or other 
senior venues to socialize and find com-
panions. This will provide opportunities 
for you to learn to know others who are 
also facing aging and the various situa-
tions that happen as a result.

If you are the one being abused, know that you are not 
the cause of the abuse.
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For further awareness
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Local resources for help with  
elder abuse:

For more information on other Close to Home 
titles, go to: 

www.mennomedia.org/closetohome


