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“Cynthia Ruchti has created a beautifully written, practical guide offering help, hope, and a dash of humor. It is possible to help your aging parents as their health and minds fail without losing yours! We are right in the middle of this season and Cynthia’s biblical and practical wisdom is like a big glass of iced tea on a hot and humid summer’s day.”


—Pam and Bill Farrel, authors of forty-five books, including the bestselling Men Are Like Waffles, Women Are Like Spaghetti


“I love this book and wish it had been available when I cared for my own mom the last three years of her life. The chapters are short but packed full of great suggestions with perfect bite sized wisdom to help you navigate the rough waters. Cynthia’s beautiful poems and prayers will comfort your weary soul as you love and care for your own aging parent.”


—Carole Lewis, director emeritus, First Place 4 Health, author of Live Life, Right Here, Right Now


“Much truth and wisdom are packed into this easy-to-read volume. I laughed and cried as I read it, recalling memories of caring for my parents and thinking: I wish I’d had a book this helpful to read! The author is vulnerable and transparent, which makes As My Parents Age such an essential—even delightful—resource for caretakers.”


—Carolyn Curtis, speaker and author of Women and C. S. Lewis


“With sensitivity, grace, and compassion Cynthia Ruchti eloquently addresses the many and varied realities of life with an aging parent. She helps us truly honor our mother and father while being fully honest about the struggles and her dependence on God for strength, discernment, and perspective. As My Parents Age is an invaluable resource for anyone navigating life with an aging parent.”


—Laura Taggert, licensed marriage and family therapist, author of Making Love Last


“Because of the discoveries of science and medicine, we live in an age when many of us will find ourselves caregivers for our parents. Cynthia Ruchti has prepared us well in this book. She offers forty reflections dealing with matters we will need answers to as our roles reverse and we become the parents and our parents become the children.”


—Susan Osborn, author of over thirty books


“I want my kids to read this book. And I’ll bet my ninety-five-year-old mom is glad I read it. Written with hope and kindness, this is practical truth-talking from someone who has walked this road.”


—Betsy A. Barber, PsyD, Associate Director, Institute for Spiritual Formation, Talbot School of Theology


“Having recently experienced the emotional crisis and physical infirmities of caring for an aging parent with my precious father-in-law, I hold deep appreciation for Cynthia Ruchti’s touching, poignant, and helpful book, As My Parents Age. Unafraid to reach into our raw places, Cynthia holds our hands while we travel a difficult road, and through her grace-filled words, we not only find comfort, but strength to carry on.”


—Anita Agers Brooks, international speaker, inspirational life coach, and award-winning author of Getting Through What You Can’t Get Over


“I wish I would have had As My Parents Age available to me when I cared for my mother and my mother-in-law. I think Cynthia Ruchti’s wisdom, encouragement, and empathy would have empowered me to care for them with greater tenderness and understanding. Her short inspirational chapters, practical ideas, personal stories, and biblical wisdom can be quickly read by busy caregivers. I’m so glad this book is now available.”


—Kathy Collard Miller, international speaker and author of many books including Pure Hearted: The Blessings of Living Out God’s Glory


“A beautiful, gentle, insightful, and sensitive book for anyone with an aging parent, guardian, or friend. Escape regret and embrace the final season of your loved one’s life with Cynthia’s warm and wise words and stories . . . because you don’t get a second chance.”


—Jane Rubietta, international speaker and author of nineteen books, including Heartbeat of a Mother and Worry Less So You Can Live More


“Cynthia Ruchti has given us a gift. With tenderness and grace she takes a delicate subject and turns caring for our aging parents from burden to beautiful. Her words and process impart courage and practical help to walk through this stage of life.”


—Debbie Alsdorf, speaker, author of Deeper and The Faith Dare, founder of Design4Living Ministries


“Cynthia Ruchti, how did you know As My Parents Age would be just the resource I needed? Because you have covered forty different situations, I was able to find exactly what applied to my life today, knowing this compassionate resource would also serve me well in the future. I intend to purchase a copy of this book for each of our sons so they are equipped when we become the ‘aging parents’ and they become the ‘custodial children.’”


—Kendra Smiley, conference speaker, author of Journey of a Strong-Willed Child, Live Free, and Mother of the Year: 365 Days of Encouragement for Devoted Moms


“I cared for my mom in her last years. Those days would have been easier, less stressful, and more meaningful if I’d read As My Parents Age first. The stories of people who have also lived in the sandwich between being a child and parenting your parents will prove that you aren’t alone. Cynthia Ruchti’s wonderful, poetic, life-giving words will help you through this difficult time of your life. Read it and read it again!”


—Karen Porter, speaker, coach, and author of Speak Like Jesus


“In As My Parents Age, Cynthia Ruchti reshapes minds and attitudes as she prompts us to see obligations as opportunities. I regret this book was not available when my father was dying with cancer, but I am so grateful I have its wisdom to guide me through my mother’s walk with Alzheimer’s. As My Parents Age will help you focus, rejoice, understand, and celebrate the lives of loved ones while you still have them. This is one of the best and most timely books I’ve read in many years.”


—Ace Collins, Christy award-winning author


“Surely Cynthia Ruchti has been reading my journal! As My Parents Age, explores the emotions, questions, struggles, and heartache filling my own life right now. Her beautiful, insightful writing will encourage all those caring for their parents at any level.”


—Kathy Howard, Bible teacher, speaker, and author of Lavish Grace


“If you or someone you know has aging parents, this book is a must-read. Cynthia Ruchti offers a fresh perspective on the challenges and concerns those of us with aging parents face every day. Don’t miss her compassionate insight, hope, and comfort during this time of changes and new choices.”


—Jackie M. Johnson, author of Power Prayers for Women and Praying with Power When Life Gets Tough


“As My Parents Age should be on the bookshelf of every person whose parents are getting older. Practical advice oozes from every story in a way that makes you say, ‘Oh, I need to do that!’ But it is not the advice that makes this book a must-read. It is the heart and hope that overflow from every page. It will help you serve your parents with grace and encourage you to make the most of times with your loved ones.”


—Linda Gilden, author, speaker, and writing coach
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The author expresses her gratitude
to the people willing to share their stories
about caring for aging parents.
Some names and unessential details
were changed for privacy's sake.
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Into the mist of mind
The fog of memories lost
The blinding drifts of thought and soul
The gale of age’s cost
We plunge, our shoulders hunched
Against the biting sting
We cling to
The ones we knew
When age was a “someday” thing.


—


CYNTHIA RUCHTI
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INTRODUCTION
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In our tradition, it’s expected we’ll do everything we can for our elders. All the time.”


An ancient thought from a long-lost civilization? A voice from a holy text? The first line of an assisted-living brochure? I jotted the quote on a scrap of paper as the television aired one of my husband’s many survival/Alaska/adventure/Yukon/backwoods/northwoods/woods-of-any-kind favorite shows.


The words came from soft-spoken subsistence hunter Caribou Charlie’s mouth on Yukon Men. He’d recently returned from an unplanned hunting trip, filled his freezer and pantry, and was in the middle of tackling an endless list of winterizing projects when his mother-in-law walked onto his property and quietly said, “I wonder if you would do me a favor.” His mother-in-law had little meat to sustain her through the upcoming harsh winter months.


Charlie dropped everything he considered a priority for a higher calling—helping provide for his aging mother-in-law. “Everything we can for our elders. All the time.”


It’s not unlike the reminder God gave His people when they’d strayed from a millennia-old tradition of venerating and caring for the aged. The original concept traces back through so many cultures and eras that one could argue caring for the elderly is an inborn instinct. But in the years when Jesus walked the earth, that God-given instinct had been overridden by a too-familiar distortion of God’s plan.


“We gave at the office,” the religious said when confronted about their disregard for the ill and aging among them. They followed what they believed to be the most noble—and noticeable—of ancient teachings. They were diligent to give an exacting ten percent of everything, including leaves of mint and fronds of dill and gift bags of ground cumin. But Jesus called them out for neglecting aging members of their families, unimpressed by the religious leaders’ perfectionism with herbs and spices.


The mint-minded missed the point. When it comes to caring for aging parents, we can’t phone it in, although we can phone. We can’t throw money at the problem, although we do have to invest, and some of that investment is in the form of dollars.


But this isn’t a book about getting it right, about responding to the mandate to care for aging parents. You have shown you care by opening a book with a title like this one. Its pages are filled with stories of people like you who are already invested and running on empty—people who are weary, uncertain, frustrated, hurt, saddened, aching, overwhelmed, overloaded, underappreciated, torn between the needs of children and the needs of parents, tasked with making impossible choices, enjoying the time they have with their parents but shattered by how short-lived that time may be . . . or all of the above.


As you turn the pages, you may catch a line that temporarily lightens your load or find a fresh perspective that converts tough moments into tender memories. Or you’ll breathe a little easier, having been reminded that you’re not alone. Maybe you’ll rediscover what you already know—that this season is hard, but your efforts don’t go unnoticed by the God who called you to somehow—even or especially now—“honor your father and mother.”


Despite our valiant efforts, the fact remains that we cannot stop the aging process. What we can do, with God’s help, is ensure that we and those we love age as gracefully and graciously as possible.


You can read these chapters devotionally—one a day or one a week or when you can snatch a moment in a waiting room. Or you can read until your soul is refreshed and your reasons for pouring yourself out for your parents indelibly etched. Then you can return to the courage-builders from God’s Word, the experiences of others on the path beside you, and a word or two from those who pair clinical wisdom with hard-fought compassion, until you feel bolstered and fortified for the next hard thing.


I’ll pretend my mom is still reachable by phone and Dad is napping rather than long gone. We’ll walk through this together.


We plunge, our shoulders hunched
Against the biting sting.
We cling to
The ones we knew
When age was a “someday” thing.





CHAPTER ONE
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When I Notice the First Signs


Despite our valiant efforts,
we cannot stop the aging process.
But God never says,
“Whoa. I did not see that coming.”


Although she might have disagreed, fashion sense ranked lower on the list of my mom’s strengths and skill sets than my siblings and I would have liked. The good news is that no one could accuse her of trying to dress two decades younger than her age.


But the day she showed up at an event wearing avocado-green slacks with a kelly-green sweater, my sisters and I looked at each other as if we could hear the unspoken words that flew between us: “And . . . it begins.”


Aging.


But it wasn’t the beginning at all.


The aging process started when my grandmother pushed my mom out into the world. One minute old. Two weeks old. Four years old. Forty years old. The process continued for her until she drew her final breath of earth air at age eighty-three. She’d lived twenty-four years past the first of many heart attacks. She’d survived nine years of congestive heart failure, four years in a home hospice program, and nine months of “any minute now” in a hospice-residence facility.


For a long time after Mom died, the phone beside my bed unnerved me. I no longer had reason to lie awake listening for its ring in the night. No one would ever call to tell me that my mom needed me or she’d taken a turn for the worse. She was gone.


For her, the “as my parents age” phase lasted much longer than our family members imagined possible. It began as my mom uttered her first newborn cry—as it does for all of us—then intensified in her sixties, seventies, and eighties as her health grew progressively worse, and finally came to a quiet halt on a Monday afternoon seven years ago when God said, “Dorothy, that’s quite enough. Come home.”


Some say aging signals death’s approach the way the first stray snowflake warns of winter’s impending arrival. Others say aging signals a life well-lived. Or that aging is simply a new stage of living—an advanced stage of the human soul’s life cycle.


Poetic.


Then why the flood of antiaging serums, pills, supplements, and creams? Why the frenzy to at least slow or mask the aging process if we can’t stop it?


Most of us cope far better with the signs that we’re aging than we do with the telltale signs that our parents are. In childhood, every new phase is a sign of growth and development, of new adventures and skills, newly realized potential and accomplishment. Progression in an elderly person usually means loss, decline, retired skills—relinquishing rather than attaining.


Our relationship with an aging parent changes, and not always for the better. The aging process slaps us in the face with its rude reminder that time with our beloved parent is fleeting. It has an end point. No matter when that date arrives, it will seem too soon.


Nothing we face—emotionally, physically, spiritually, financially, mentally—surprises God. Not even aging. It’s a season He’s watched His children traverse since Adam and Eve noticed their first wrinkles, since Eve plucked her first gray hair, noticed her skin was getting crepey and muttered, “‘Eat the fruit,’ the serpent said. ‘What could happen?’”


American culture focuses on the negatives of aging. But many of the elderly—similar to the wild, stunning colors of autumn leaves prior to winter’s approach—are taking advantage of the accompanying benefits. They’re serving others, inventing new ministries, spending time with their grandchildren, or helping their middle-aged children through the “middles.”


They travel—canes and walkers notwithstanding—to places that had been on their wish lists for too long. They’re socializing, entertaining others, and choosing the pace at which they live rather than being forced into an unnatural pace by a job or other responsibilities.


The emotionally healthiest among them lace their days with laughter and friendships, mending fences that have served no real purpose. They convert from two-wheeled to three-wheeled motorcycles so they can still participate in their favorite pastimes. They take cooking classes. They learn languages they may never be called upon to use, simply for the joy of expanding their knowledge. In some cases, they’re leaving grown children in the dust with their voracious appetites for risk-taking and attempting new things.


Part of the season when we watch our parents age may be hemmed in awe. We discover what really matters to our parents when the “have-tos” are stripped away. We reconnect with them on a new level—adult to adult—and step into a not-altogether-unpleasant role of meeting their needs in ways that weren’t possible or necessary before. We enjoy shared goals and serve our communities side by side.


Until ill health or memory issues or the natural effects of advanced aging threaten to disturb that scene.


Solomon wrote poetically and soberly of that season in Ecclesiastes 12:1–7 (AMP):


Remember [thoughtfully] also your Creator in the days of your youth [for you are not your own, but His], before the evil days come or the years draw near when you will say [of physical pleasures], “I have no enjoyment and delight in them”; before the sun and the light, and the moon and the stars are darkened [by impaired vision], and the clouds [of depression] return after the rain [of tears]; in the day when the keepers of the house (hands, arms) tremble, and the strong men (feet, knees) bow themselves, and the grinders (molar teeth) cease because they are few, and those (eyes) who look through the windows grow dim; when the doors (lips) are shut in the streets and the sound of the grinding [of the teeth] is low, and one rises at the sound of a bird and the crowing of a rooster, and all the daughters of music (voice, ears) sing softly. Furthermore, they are afraid of a high place and of dangers on the road; the almond tree (hair) blossoms [white], and the grasshopper (a little thing) is a burden, and the caperberry (desire, appetite) fails. For man goes to his eternal home and the mourners go about the streets and market places. Earnestly remember your Creator before the silver cord [of life] is broken, or the golden bowl is crushed, or the pitcher at the fountain is shattered and the wheel at the cistern is crushed; then the dust [out of which God made man’s body] will return to the earth as it was, and the spirit will return to God who gave it.


Aging. An inescapable reality, barring early death. Watching our parents age—also inescapable.


But we draw great fortifying breaths of comfort from knowing that God is not silent on the subject. He intends to accompany us on the journey, to catch us when we stumble, and to point out the can’t-miss beauty along the way.


It cost him
But my father asked me
To climb the ladder
He’s climbed all his life
To free the rain gutters
Of decaying leaves


And in that moment
I knew
I knew he would need me now
And that I had two choices


I could make a big deal
About the sacrifice of my time
Or I could make every step
Up that ladder
An expression of my love


I chose love.





CHAPTER TWO
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When It All Comes Down to What Matters Most


How naively the toddler says,
“I can’t wait to be older.”


My mother was lucid for all of her eighty-three years. But near the end of her life, heavy-duty pain medication coupled with her limping heart brought moments of distress that exacerbated her anxiety and lifelong selective impatience. During her years as a nurse, she’d built a reputation for endless patience with her patients. We siblings mused that she must have spent her reserves of the grace, which left little of it for things like slow-moving trains, sluggish Internet connections, and God’s timetable for her final breath.


Dependent upon those of us who lived close to her after Dad’s premature death at sixty-four—right on time in God’s eyes, no doubt, but premature to our way of thinking—Mom let the impatient side of herself slip out in observations about how often we should call or visit, how soon to flip on our turn signal when driving her to or from a doctor’s appointment, and how inconvenient it was that the server at the Asian restaurant spoke her native language clearly, but only halting English.


Pain can intensify the smallest character quirk or flaw. We see it happening when we’re down with the flu. Why would we be surprised to see it magnified when the pain is a deep emotional wound or the crushing pain that sometimes accompanies end-of-life illnesses for an aging parent?


As my mom neared her final days, she grew agitated about her Bible. When I walked into her room at the hospice residence facility one afternoon, her eyes showed her frustration: “Need to read it. I can’t read it. Help me.” She repeated, “Seventy-one. Seventy-one. Seventy-one.”


My impulse was to remind her she’d passed seventy-one a dozen years earlier but then realized she was talking about a chapter or a verse or both. “What book of the Bible, Mom? I’ll find it for you.”


“Is it ninety-one? Ninety-one,” she said, wringing scary-thin hands that had once been plump and strong.


I’d seen this dramatic level of agitation a few times since she’d grown too weak to hold a hairbrush or dress herself. It threatened my own beating heart’s rhythm. My precious mother, a rock of stability with a little stubborn mixed in, helpless and frightened and desperate for something she couldn’t define.
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