
 
Living Well with Dementia 

 

The Guild of All Souls’ 13th Annual Day Conference at Walsingham - Living Well with 
Dementia - was held on 11 June –  

This year’s programme featured three presentations:  

❖ ‘Is your church dementia friendly?’;  
❖ ‘Spiritual and Pastoral Care of Those with Dementia,’ including the ministry of 

Anna Chaplains; and  
❖ ‘Living with Loss: Caring for the Carers of Those with Dementia,’ with insight 

into the work of Admiral Nurses.  

Together, they offered an informed but compassionate picture of a condition affecting not 
only those living with dementia, but also their families, friends, carers and congregations 
and suggested ways in which the lives of all affected could be enriched positively, despite 
the illness’ negative associations. 

Is your church dementia friendly? 
This was the question at the heart of a thoughtful and informative presentation by Hana 
Richardson and Rob Goldsmith, local services managers for the Norfolk and Waveney 
area of the Alzheimer’s Society. 

They opened with a dementia awareness session, reminding us of the scale of the 
challenge. Dementia is both a health and social care crisis, with around 1 in 3 people who 
have dementia still undiagnosed, and also 1 in 3 of the nation’s population expected to 
develop the condition in their lifetime. The speakers then explored common perceptions 
of dementia, noting the words people often associate with it — ‘victim,’ ‘devastating,’ 
‘loss’ and ‘old’ — before they challenged the assumption that dementia is simply a 
natural part of ageing. In reality, it is a disease that damages the brain, affecting people 
of all ages, and can be envisaged as lights on a Christmas tree gradually going out. 

The presentation highlighted that dementia is far more complex than memory loss alone. 
With over 100 types of dementia, including vascular dementia and Alzheimer’s disease, 
the condition can affect attention, motor skills, behaviour, personality, language, thinking 
speed and vision as well as sequencing - the ability to organise thoughts and actions in 
an order sufficient to achieve an intended aim. It is crucial for congregations seeking to 
create environments where people with dementia feel welcomed and supported to 
recognise and grasp this broader picture. 

Communication is a key theme. The speakers offered practical advice:  

❖ listen carefully,  
❖ encourage gently,  
❖ reduce distractions,  
❖ speak slowly,  
❖ use body language, and  



❖ find ways to connect that do not depend entirely on words.  

Above all was stressed the importance of dignity and respect. These simple principles 
can make a profound difference, particularly in settings where people may already feel 
confused, anxious or overlooked. 

The impact of dementia on worship was another important focus. Challenges may 
include 

❖ difficulties with communication and language,  
❖ concentration and fatigue,  
❖ impaired mobility,  
❖ memory loss,  
❖ sensory sensitivities, and  
❖ difficulty recognising social cues.  

A person may be unable to follow a prayer or listen to readings in the usual way or may 
simply stand up and move away. Rather than seeing this as disruption, churches were 
encouraged to respond with flexibility and grace. 

Practical ideas for making worship more accessible included shorter services, advance 
information about special events, and making sure communication is available both 
digitally and in hard copy. People with dementia may also benefit from a quiet space to 
step into if needed, and being encouraged to express their own thoughts and prayers in 
writing or speech. Transport support can be important, too. The underlying message was 
clear: there is more to the person than the dementia. Helping, talking and remembering 
all matter. 

The presentation was also grounded in Scripture, with reflections on Leviticus 19:32, 
Psalm 8:4, and Galatians 5:22–23, reminding those present that care for older people and 
those living with dementia is deeply rooted in Christian values of honour, compassion 
and love. 

The session concluded with practical advice on reducing risk and recognising symptoms, 
drawing attention to factors which can lead to greater risk of dementia, such as hearing 
loss, social isolation, high blood pressure, physical inactivity, smoking, drinking and 
obesity. Attendees were also signposted to the Norfolk and Waveney Dementia Support 
Service for further help and advice, or for those from further afield, the local Alzheimer’s 
Society website or helpline. 

For churches asking how to become more dementia friendly, the presentation offered 
both challenge and encouragement: dementia-friendly ministry is not about doing 
everything perfectly, but about creating communities where every person is 
recognised, valued and welcomed. 

Spiritual and Pastoral Care of Those with Dementia 
Lis Hayden, an Anna Chaplain with the Oulton Broad team ministry near Lowestoft, then 
spoke about a ministry that is quietly but powerfully meeting a growing need in churches 
and communities. Anna Chaplains are lay volunteers named after Anna, the elderly 
widow who welcomed the infant Christ in the Temple at his Presentation by Mary and 
Joseph. Their ministry is to older people in care homes, community settings and beyond 
and is gentle, flexible and deeply shaped by the needs of those they meet. 



Born out of concern for an ageing population, Anna Chaplaincy asks an important 
question of the Church: do we have both a policy and a pastoral heart for those who need 
spiritual care in later life? For Anna Chaplains, the answer is worked out not in theory but 
in presence — in listening, noticing and responding to each person as an individual. 

At its best, this ministry is practical as well as spiritual. Anna Chaplains are alert to those 
showing signs of dementia and find simple ways to connect with people whose memories 
may be fading even while their sense of self remains strong.  

❖  A photograph,  
❖ a familiar hymn,  
❖ a harvest box of fruit and vegetables,  
❖ a handful of conkers, or even  
❖ a cardboard cut-out of hands to touch  

can all help unlock recognition and conversation. These multisensory prompts do more 
than stimulate memory: they create connection. 

Creativity lies at the heart of much Anna Chaplaincy. In Shetland, a CD was produced 
containing Christmas carols and familiar old tunes. During the isolation of Covid 
shielding, new ways of caring emerged, sometimes involving such simple tasks as 
opening long-closed cupboards to rediscover objects. These, in turn, evoked memories 
and stimulated conversation. In care homes, services that include singing older, familiar 
hymns and traditional prayers are often warmly received, meeting a clear spiritual need 
and offering comfort through shared memory and praise. 

The ministry also pays attention those who are easily overlooked. ‘Bags of blessings’ - 
toiletries packaged in coloured bags - can be a simple but moving gift for residents who 
receive no visitors, saying in a tangible way: “You are not forgotten.” And the care does not 
stop with the resident: Anna Chaplains also remember carers, who need prayer, 
encouragement and recognition too. 

Community, too, is part of the picture. A Knit & Natter group may seem modest, yet it can 
be a precious place of belonging and companionship. Often, it is a small detail that opens 
the door to a whole life story: a photograph prompts, “That’s my church,” or “I baked 
cakes there,” or “My husband was churchwarden.” In such moments, memory, identity 
and faith meet. 

Anna Chaplains do not work to a rigid model. Their ministry is defined by flexibility, 
compassion and faithful presence — listening, adapting, remembering and helping older 
people know that they are still seen, still valued and still prayed for. 

Living with Loss: Caring for the Carers of Those with Dementia 

Admiral Nurses are specialist dementia nurses who provide free, expert advice, support 
and understanding to help families care for a loved one living with dementia. Named by 
the family of Joseph Levy CBE BEM — who founded the charity and had vascular 
dementia himself — they are known as Admiral Nurses after his nickname, ‘Admiral Joe,’ 
a tribute to his love of sailing. 

They offer practical and emotional support when families are struggling with the 
demands of dementia, helping with communication difficulties, fear or distress, financial 
benefits and decisions about additional care. They also take time to listen to and 



understand questions that may feel overwhelming, helping to guide families facing a 
relentless and changing challenge. 

Unfortunately, the Admiral Nurse booked to speak at the conference was unable to 
attend at the last minute through illness. Instead, a video recording was played of a 
similar presentation given in 2021 in the Guild’s online conference by another Admiral 
Nurse, Zena Aldridge, then Research Fellow of Dementia UK and Hon. Lecturer at the 
University of East Anglia. 

Zena’s 2021 presentation and the summary of the other presentations at this year’s 
Walsingham conference are available on the Guild website’s ‘Recent and Previous 
Events’ page at www.guildofallsouls.org.uk. 

A similar conference is planned to take place at St Wilfrid’s Church, Cantley, Doncaster, 
on Saturday 31 October. As with the Walsingham conference, it will be open to interested 
people of any Christian denomination. Further details will appear shortly on the Guild’s 
website ‘What’s On’ page. 
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