Session Plan: The Eden Alternative: A Sanctuary for Elders

Opening Words:

Today, in many nursing home buildings, roofs are sagging, pipes are clogging and maintenance expenses are rising.  More and more nursing home operators are talking about building replacement facilities.  I say no.  What comes next must represent a clear break with the past.  A massive shift toward the deinstitutionalization of older people is called for.  What is needed is a sanctuary for a new kind of elderhood.  A Green House.  An intentional community for people seeking worth and meaning in late life. 

from What are Old People For?: How Elders Will Save the World.  Wm Thomas, p224.

Check in: 

Each person is asked to briefly state her/his answer to a question such as: What’s on your mind today? What do you need to leave behind in order to be fully present here? 

Reading: 

If we are to develop an alternative system of care for Elders, we must start with an awareness of the debilitating and dehumanizing aspects of the current system, as well as an awareness that models of better systems already exist in our society.  One of those models is The Eden Alternative which is made up of elder-centered communities that exists in every state of the US and in New Zealand, Australia, Europe and Asia.  These are the guiding principles at the core of this movement:

Eden Alternative Principles

1. The three plagues of loneliness, helplessness and boredom account for the bulk of suffering among elders.

2. An elder-centered community commits to creating a human habitat where life revolves around close and continuing contact with plants, animals and children.  It is these relationships that provide the young and old alike with a pathway to a life worth living.

3. Loving companionship is the antidote to loneliness. Elders deserve easy access to human and animal companionship.

4. An elder-centered community creates opportunity to give as well as receive care.  This is the antidote to helplessness.

5. An elder-centered community imbues daily life with variety an spontaneity by creating an environment in which unexpected and unpredictable interactions and happenings can take place.  This is the antidote to boredom.

6. Meaningless activity corrodes the human spirit.  The opportunity to do meaningful things is essential to human health.

7. Medical treatment should be the servant of genuine human caring, never its master.

8. An elder-centered community honors its elders by de-emphasizing top-down bureaucratic authority, seeking instead to place the maximum possible decision-making authority in the hands of the elders or in the hands of those closest to them.

9. Creating an elder-centered community is  never-ending process.  Human growth must never be separated from human life.

10. Wise leadership is the lifeblood of any struggle against loneliness, helplessness and boredom.  There is no substitute for wise leadership.

Questions:

1. which of these principles particularly caught your attention?

2. which do you think is the most important?

3. which do you think is or would be the easiest to follow in a community?

4. which do you think is or would be the most difficult to follow in a community?

5. have you ever seen or experienced what could be called an elder-centered community?  What did it look like?

6. would you like to live in a community that followed these principles?  Why or why not?

7. what else would you like to add to this discussion?

Check Out: 

A word or phrase about how you are feeling as this meeting ends?  Is there something you do not want to leave this meeting without saying?

Closing Words:

What is needed is a sanctuary for a new kind of elderhood.  An intentional community for people seeking worth and meaning in late life.  [I call it] a “Green House.” Whether they are fit or frail, “sharp as a tack” or living with dementia, the Green House has a place for elders.  It generates human warmth through its commitment to small size, the de-emphasis of hierarchy, and the power of its belief in the genius of human longevity.  

from What are Old People For?: How Elders Will Save the World.  Wm Thomas, p224..

