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IDENTIFYING AND ADDRESSING “ELDER ABUSE” - (A Social Response) 
	
	

What is Elder Abuse?   
	

The Administration on Aging (AoA) has reported that each year hundreds of thousands 
of older persons are abused, neglected, and exploited. Many victims are people who are older, 
frail, and vulnerable and cannot help themselves.  They depend on others to meet their most 
basic needs. Abusers of older adults are both women and men, and may be family members, 
friends, or “trusted others.” 

In general, elder abuse is a term referring to any knowing, intentional, or negligent act by 
a caregiver or any other person that causes harm or a serious risk of harm to a vulnerable adult.  
Abuse can come in many forms: Physical Abuse, Sexual Abuse, Neglect, Exploitation, 
Emotional Abuse, Abandonment, and Self-neglect.   

Physical Abuse: hitting punching, slapping, burning, kicking, restraining, false 
imprisonment, giving excessive or improper medication;	

Sexual Abuse: forcing a person to take part in any sexual conduct without consent, 
including making them participate in sexual conversation, forced to watch pornography; may 
also include cases where elder is no longer able to give consent (dementia); 	

Neglect: Depriving a person of food, heat, clothing, comfort or essential medication and 
needed services; deprivation –may be intentional - considered (active neglect); or, it could 
happen out of lack of knowledge or resources which is then considered (passive neglect); 	

Exploitation: warning signs -Significant withdrawals from the elder's banking accounts; 
sudden changes in the elder's financial condition; items or cash missing from the senior's 
household; suspicious changes in wills, power of attorney, titles, and policies; addition of names 
to the senior's signature card; unpaid bills or lack of medical care, although the elder has enough 
money to pay for them; financial activity the senior could not have done, such as an ATM 
withdrawal when the account holder is bedridden;  

Emotional Abuse: This is a verbal or nonverbal act that inflicts emotional pain, anguish, 
or distress on an older adult. Emotional elder abuse is almost always accompanied by another 
form of abuse, such as physical abuse. Emotional abuse of the elderly can range from a simple 
verbal insult to an extreme form of verbal punishment; 

Abandonment: - Deserting a dependent elderly person with the intent to abandon them 
or leave them unattended at a place for even a while which is likely to endanger their health or 
welfare;	

Self-neglect: warning signs-unusual weight loss, malnutrition, dehydration, unsanitary 
living conditions: dirt, bugs, soiled bedding and clothes, dirty or unbathed, unsuitable clothing or 
covering for the weather, unsafe living conditions (no heat or running water; faulty electrical 
wiring, other fire hazards). 
Addressing Elderly in the Home 
	

All seniors are reluctant to leave their homes, as you and I would be; for no one wants to 
give up their independence. Seniors are the last to admit to no longer being self-sufficient or able 
to take care of themselves properly.   

The line between capable and dependent is often blurred, and it is often difficult to notice 
the signs when a senior is no longer capable of living alone. The fact is, while most independent 



	
	

	 2	

seniors are perfectly capable of caring for themselves, others may not be aware of their declining 
faculties, such as weight loss (forgetting to eat); messy finances (stacks of unpaid bills); 
suspicious new friends who hang around. While this can be a harmless and a beneficial 
relationship, it can also indicate the beginnings of a confidence scam.	
Addressing Pastoral Peace to the Family  
 

Pastoral peace can be provided if pastors and leaders are more educated on the topic of 
Elder Abuse. This would help to properly address issues with families where an elderly person 
might reside; or, how or what signs to look for in single elderly households.     

2.63 of the Confession of Faith addresses the responsibilities for the pastors. The current 
responsibilities (g) and (j) below would work in conjunction with proper understanding of the 
subject title whereas it could be incorporated into discussion. 

2.63(g) states: visit the people, especially the poor, the sick, the dying, and those with other 
critical needs.   (Elderly is a stage of people.  Because the word elderly is not categorically 
mentioned in the list, it would be difficult to recognize the need for attention in this areas).  

2.63(j) states: counsel with people, in light of the scriptures, about their personal needs and 
problems… (one would need more understanding of the subject to incorporate it into discussion). 

2.72 states: elders should inform the pastor of any concerns that need his or her attention. 

(This concern must be recognized first whereas it can be shared with the pastor).	 	

Under Introduction to the 1984 Confession of Faith, Page XV, Paragraph 3 states: The 
ancient truth which guides this confession of faith is of two sources: (1) the scriptures; and (2) 
the previous confessions of both Cumberland Presbyterian churches and the previous confessions 
of the church in its universal expression.  All testimony to Jesus Christ must be tested by the 
scriptures which are the only unfailing and authoritative word for Christian faith, growth, and 
practice.  All testimony to Jesus Christ is made within the context of the church universal and 
therefore must not be made in a narrow, sectarian manner or spirit. 

The paragraph above attests to the fact that Confession of faith is more than a personal 
affirmation of faith; it is a scripturally driven testimony based on action through faith.  

1 Timothy 5:8 says “But if anyone does not provide for his own, and especially for those 
of his household, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever.  

 Our Confession of Faith affirms that the Cumberland Presbyterians are believers of the 
scripture; therefore, scripturally it would deem the Church as unbelievers if it failed not to at 
least try to help this stage of people who are considered as part of the church household. 

We know it was not the intention that this fragile topic be excluded years ago; for 
“elderly abuse”, in any form, was unthought of due to honor bestowed upon those of old. It 
appears however that today, the elderly have become “the forgotten ones” of God’s children.  

Reiterating and giving reference to paragraph 4, on Page XV under the Introduction to 
the 1984 Confession of Faith, we are indeed greatly indebted to the Confession of Faith of 1883, 
the Confession of Faith of 1814, and the Westminster Confession of Faith out of which the other 
two arose.   
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Let this now be the time that we, the Cumberland Presbyterian Church, not only embrace 
the youth who are the future of our denomination, but “vigilantly” be there for our elderly who 
yet represent the spirit of the cornerstone upon which our denominational heritage stands. 

  Psalms 71:9 says “Cast me not off in the time of old age; forsake me not when my 
strength faileth.” There is little that you can find in the scriptures on the Christian or Church’s 
responsibility regarding elderly abuse.   

Question: Should the Cumberland Presbyterian Church speak out? Does it go against our 
belief? Is it deemed meddling to discuss or report suspected elder abuse?    

Scripturally, this could fall somewhere close to Genius 4:9 “Am I my brother’s keeper?”  

According to Matthew Henry, “When a person is unconcerned in the affairs of others and 
takes no care when they have opportunity to prevent hurt--especially in their souls, -- that person 
in effect speaks Cain’s language.”  

Question:  How can we, the Cumberland Presbyterian Church, show more concern in 
preventing harm or hurt on behalf of our elderly and more importantly, prevent the loss of souls? 

2 Corinthians 1:3-4 says -Blessed be God, even the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the 
Father of mercies, and the God of all comfort; who comforted us in all our tribulation, that we 
may be able to comfort them which are in any trouble, by the comfort wherewith we ourselves 
are comforted of God. 

Question: How can we as Cumberland Presbyterians assist in comforting the community 
of elderly who are recognizably in trouble?   

In conclusion, the Cumberland Presbyterian Church, who looks to “The Confession of 
Faith” for guidance and direction, and seeks to be the voice of Jesus through his love, also seek to 
encourage our denomination of Christians to be that witness to the world who says, “We care 
about our Elderly and as Christians, we will be careful to stay vigilant in upholding God’s word 
by not casting the elderly off in their time of old age; but be more attentive to that which appears 
to be but is not, and to recognize the unrecognizable cry for help beyond the eyes of dignity which 
often prevents that cry”.    

 
STUDY QUESTIONS –  Elder Abuse 

 
1.   How can one recognize the warning signs of elder abuse?  
 Answer:  Changes in personality or behavior 
 
2.  What good works am I (or my church) doing for the elderly in my community?  
 
3.  What can I or my church do to help make a difference? 

a.  Assess the targeted community needs of the elderly.    
b.  Educate the church on recognizing the warning signs of Elder Abuse.  
c.  Incorporate elderly home visit programs in the church. 
d.  Periodically inquire about medications they’re taking; example -do they run out often? 
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e. Watch for possible financial abuse…no money for food or necessities. 
f.  Call and visit as often as you can.  Help them to consider you trustworthy. 
g. Allocate a church group which occasionally donates relief time for the caregiver  
h. Cautiously intervene when abuse is suspected; contact local government officials. 

 
4.  Share examples of what you, your church or community is doing or has done to help offset, 
bring awareness to or help prevent suspected elder abuse, keeping in mind it can come in several 
forms including self-neglect. Below is an example of an increasing problem with aging: 
 
Example:	When dad will not give up the keys to his vehicle, the family will be the last ones he 
will listen to. This is when you bring in outside friends of the family or acquaintances who can 
assist you by being a witness to the concern of his driving. If the family is that concerned, 
neighbors, even towns’ people (if smaller town), will be concerned for his safety, not to mention 
possibly harming someone else. Also, ask a non-family member (he respects) to gently talk with 
him on a personal level and speak the possibility of community concern for his well-being. Then, 
re-address the issue.  (If in a larger city, a patrolman will volunteer to speak to your father out of 
concern to help the family address the situation.)   

If all else fails, you have one or two options:  1) Have their doctor write a letter to declare 
them incompetent to drive, therefore restricting their driver license; or 2) unnoticeably disable 
part of the cable from the battery whereas it will disable the vehicle. Depending on their mental 
awareness, this could resolve the problem.  

No situation is addressed the same; however, their safety and protection is what matters.	

5.  Finally, if we as church members individually chose not to position ourselves personally to 
help, then donate money to the cause and sole purpose of educating and bringing awareness to 
the people about the realism of elder abuse…Who knows, you could possibly be protecting your 
own life down the line. 
 
Your input and thoughts are encouraged. Please send to any member of the Unified Committee 
for Theology and Social Concerns.  Member names and contact info can be found on the  
USTSC webpage. 
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