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I wonder what comes to mind when you hear the word Chaplain? There are Hospital, Army, School Chaplains, all of whom offer care, support and a listening ear to a specific group. But have you ever heard of an Anna Chaplain? Now I admit I had heard of it but didn’t really understand it until Wednesday, when after our service of Evensong in the bookshop, we had a talk from two members of the Anna Chaplaincy team in Havant Deanery. So if Chaplains offer care and support to a particular group, usually indicated by their name, you may be wondering if an Anna Chaplain is for women called Anna? Well, no, because that would be a rather limited and niche ministry. Anna Chaplaincy is about something much more important: offering spiritual care and friendship to older people, wherever they may be living, at home, in a care home, in a hospice. It’s named after Anna, the elderly widow we meet in Luke’s Gospel when Mary and Joseph bring the baby Jesus to be presented to God, Anna spends her time in the Temple praying and when she sees Jesus, she recognises him for who he is, and begins telling everyone in the Temple about him, so I guess that makes her the first disciple. (Luke 2:36–38). What I like about Anna is that, at the ripe old age of 84, she is someone who still has a part to play in God’s story, and in the lives of the people around her, and that idea is at the heart of Anna Chaplaincy.
We live in a society that admires, envies, youth. We celebrate the young, encourage them, invest in them, and that is only right, they are the future, but sometimes I wonder whether we are quite so good at celebrating old age. We can become so obsessed with what people can do, how quickly they can do it, and whether they can keep up with the latest technology, that we can forget the value, the importance, of someone who has lived, loved, lost and learned.
Growing older is not easy. There may be bereavement, loneliness, declining health or the loss of independence. Friends and family may have died or moved away, and getting out and about can be difficult. And although practical help is important, there are other needs which can be harder to see: the need to be listened to, to feel valued, to talk about the things that matter, and to know that God has not forgotten us. Anna Chaplains seek to meet those needs. They visit older people in their homes and care homes, offering friendship, a listening ear, prayer and spiritual support. They may help someone reflect on a lifetime of experiences, make peace with painful memories, or explore questions of faith and the meaning of life. And this ministry is not just for regular churchgoers. Anna Chaplaincy welcomes people of strong faith, little faith or no faith at all. There is no test to pass, no examination of religious knowledge, and certainly no requirement to remember all the words of the Creed! It begins by meeting people where they are and recognising their worth. It is also a ministry that doesn’t rely on a theology degree to offer it, because although some chaplains are clergy, most are not. They are ordinary people offering something precious to another person – their time.
We are all so busy. We rush from one thing to another, glance at our phones while supposedly listening, and sometimes have entire conversations without really taking in what the other person has said. We are remarkably efficient at being distracted! But there is something profoundly Christian about sitting with someone, hearing their story and allowing them to know that they matter. Not because they can offer us anything, but simply because they are a person made in the image of God. Jesus was very good at giving people his full attention. He noticed those whom others overlooked. He stopped for people who interrupted his plans, not looking at his watch or trying to get out of the conversation because he had somewhere more important, more interesting to be. He listened to people whose voices were not being heard, and treated people as individuals rather than problems to be solved. And we can all learn something from that.
Anna Chaplaincy, and Jesus, reminds us that older people are not simply the recipients of care. They have stories to tell, wisdom to share and faith to pass on. They have lived through times of great change and discovered things about life which cannot be learnt from a book or a screen. (Although, naturally, I would never suggest that books are not useful!). They also remind us that we need one another. Our church, our community, is not a collection of separate age groups, each doing its own thing. We are one family in Christ, with every generation having a place and a contribution to make. And Anna’s story reminds us that faith does not have a retirement age. Our circumstances may change, and the way we serve God may change, but our value in his eyes does not diminish. To be an Anna Chaplain, or to visit care homes, hospices, schools, needs training, DBS and Safeguarding checks, and a regular commitment, but we don’t need that to phone someone who lives alone, to visit a person who hasn't been seen for a while, to smile and say hello to someone sitting on a bench in town, to offer an arm to someone struggling up steps. We may not spend a lot of time with them, we may not get to hear their story, but we have shown them the most important thing - they have been seen, they are valued, they matter.
Anna recognised Jesus in the Temple because she had spent a lifetime looking towards, and for, God. Her story encourages us to look for God at every stage of life, and to recognise his presence in people whom the world, and we, might too easily overlook.
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Eiven to your old age and gray hairs

1 am he who will sustain you.

| kave made yon and I will carry you;

I will sustain yon and

4, | will rescue you.
. Isaah 46:4





