MINISTRY OF GRANDPARENTS
BY Fr. Jude Winkler, OFMConv.

Over the past couple of decades, family relationships have experienced a massive redefinition. For many reasons,
roles and responsibilities have changed. In past ages, grandparents were often respected for their traditional role as family
elder, the patriarch or matriarch of the extended family. Now that role has expanded and become more involved with the
care of grandchildren.

This increased responsibility can be seen as an obligation, or it can be understood as a ministry. A ministry is any
work that is done in the name and love of God. If one reflects upon one’s role of grandparent, one can make that relationship
a blessing.

To Spoil the Grandchildren

Some grandparents joke that their role is to “spoil the grandchildren.” That is certainly not their job! Children are
all too often taught that love is expressed by material goods. Christmas and birthdays have become days to count the
treasures that one has received. The last thing that children need is to have this message reinforced by grandparents. This
does not mean that one should not give presents, only that one should not be extravagant with them.

Extravagant with Time

While the presents one gives a grandchild should not be extravagant, the time one spends should be. The child’s
parents are often so busy that they do not have the time or patience to give their child all the quality time their child needs.
Spending time with the child improves his or her self- esteem because the child will feel that he or she is worth another’s
investment of time.

Lessons from Life

Grandparents must also continue in their traditional role of teaching their grandchildren how to do things. Fishing,
cooking, cutting grass, planting a garden, etc., are all activities that grandparents can share with their grandchildren.

It is important to let the grandchildren help in these activities as well. Admittedly, there is a cost to this: baking
the Christmas cookies will take much longer and one might be nervous letting them help with the yard work. Yet, this is
the best way to tap the children’s natural generosity and to teach them that families work together.

Faith Lessons

A growing role for grandparents today is to be the guarantor of the Faith of the grandchild. This should not be a
grandparent’s responsibility. It is the role of the parents. But unfortunately many parents have failed to develop their own
Faith life or share it with their children.

This role can be delicate. One cannot act against the direct wishes of the parents, but if they are not opposed
to it, then grandparents can play an important spiritual role. A grandparent can take the child to Mass and CCD, and
encourage (but not nag) parents to have their children Baptized, receive First Holy Communion, and be confirmed.

A grandparent can also buy religious objects and books for the grandchild. While they may be disappointed at the
gift now, one never knows the effect these objects will have in the long run.

A Good Example

Grandparents must always remember that their grandchildren are watching them and taking notes on how they
act. Swearing, dirty jokes, prejudiced comments, smoking and drinking excessively are all things that children see and will
probably copy. Grandparents should be careful about what they watch on TV or the computer while the grandchildren are
there.

One might consider doing some form of volunteer service if not for oneself, then to serve as an example for one’s
grandchildren.



An Example of Vulnerability

Even one’s illnesses and weaknesses can be important lessons for one’s grandchildren. We do not live forever. We
are not guaranteed perfect health. Life is precious and one must live it as such. Grandchildren can learn this from our
health struggles. This especially will be true if we find a way to grow in our Faith and trust of God during these times of
crises.

The Sandwich Generation

One other concern is the fact that many grandparents feel sandwiched between various responsibilities. On the
one side, they are trying to be good grandparents, sometimes being the caregiver when the grandchildren’s families are
dysfunctional. The grandparents might even have divorced children of their own who have moved back into their house.

On the other side, it is not uncommon for grandparents to be responsible for their own parents who are in their late
80’s and 90’s. The amount of time and care this involves varies with circumstances, and it can be frustrating. One wants to
be a loving child to one’s parents, but one sometimes has difficult decisions on how to care for them.

The last thing one wants is to resent all of this, but once in a while one does begin to feel that this is not fair. Just
when you thought that you could have a more peaceful life, you encounter these added concerns.

It is important to talk to someone about these feelings and work them out. Otherwise, they will fester and develop
into full blown resentment and bitterness.

The Vocation of Being a Grandparent

In all of this, one must remember that being a grandparent is a call from God. Our loving God has entrusted these
precious grandchildren into our care. We are trustees and custodians of this treasure. It is a great privilege to be involved
in the mystery of their growth and development.

When things get tough and confusing, one might think of praying to Ss. Joachim and Anne. They were Jesus’ own
grandparents. It was in their home that Mary learned how to love. They were examples of wisdom and devotion that Jesus
would have respected as He grew up in Nazareth. And yet we know so little about them. Theirs was a silent witness of
constant and enduring love. They did not have to be famous to change the world. We have that same opportunity when
we love and care for grandchildren - we are changing this world one child at a time.

A Prayer for Grandparents
God, our Heavenly Father, we ask your blessings on our grandparents.
They are valued links between the past and the present.
They are treasured gifts and strong models.
May they be anchors that provide stability and a sense of identity for us.
May their wisdom guide us.
May their lived example challenge us.
May their witness to their faith strengthen us.
May they always be surrounded by the love, respect and support of their families.
Lord, bless and empower our grandparents.
Keep them in your love.
Give them your joy and peace each day, so that they may forever follow your son Jesus.

Amen
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