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CHAPTER I 

Bac&<uound of Project 

While I was a second year rabbirucal student at the Hebrew Union College -

Jewish Institute of Religion in New York, I served as a student chaplain to the Je~ish 

Home and Hospital for the Aged and the Florence Nightingale Nursing Home. both of 

which were located in Manhattan. I conducted weekly Sabbath services in the former and 

monthly pre-Sabbath services in the laner. In addition to providing these services. I 

visited the residents in their rooms, both routinely on the floors and upon request. l also 

counseled these residents. whose average age was 85. 

During the years of my service as a student chaplain to these institutions. I spent 

many hours listening to the residents relate their concerns and needs. which they mosd~, 

did by telling me stories from their pasts. They would relate the changes that had 

occurred in their lives by comparing their present lives in the nursing home with the way 

their lives "used to be ... They would constant!. reminisce about earlier experiences in 

their lives, either individually or with family members or fiiends. Often these 

reminiscences would be about special moments of success. either personally or 

' 
profession.ally. This retelling of past events in their lives would be accompanied with a 

smile and a twinkle to their eyes. I enjoyed listening to them and seeing their joy at 

having someone see them as 1they used to be. I was also touched when they relived a sad 

or upsetting experience in their lives through the retelling of the story. I was never 
ti 

concerned about the factualitf of their stories. because it seemed to me that there was 

simply something special just in the telling of the story . 
I 

Quite often a story was related to a family or individual celebration or event: a 

birth, Bar or ~at Mitzvah. a wedding, or a death. These reminiscences came from a 

remembrance of the celebratory moments, as well as the experiences of tragedy and 

difficulty. in tl)eir Jewish lives. At times. something that happened during the religious 
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service would be the inspiration for the reminiscences. Rituals aJso sparked the telling of 

a story. For example. a Kiddush recitation (the blessing of the wine) inspired one man to 

stand up before the congregation and relate how he used to sing the Kiddush on Friday 

nights in front of the whole congregation in Brooklyn. One woman related her recipe for 

home made gefillte fish. when .. jarred·· fi sh was served at a communal Passover 

celebratfon. And sometimes. they just told me these recollections with no prior 

connection to the conversation we had been having or to the discussion that was going on 

at the time. 

At other times. the stories that they told me were a reflection on past angers or 

hurts. Painful events v.ith famil y members were told and reto ld. each time accompanied 

b an anger which would also give me the impression that the hun had onJy happened the 

day before. and not 30. 40. or even 50 years earlier. Reminiscences of unresolved 

conflicts and arguments were often retold . Names were shouted out and blame offered. or 

sometimes accepted. Sometimes the persons mentioned were still alive. but aJJ too often 

these persons had died years ago. Most often. all l could do was listen to these Storie . 

Somelimes .. however. I \vas able to offer suggestions to some kind of closure for the hurts 

that seemed unresoJvable. 

Finally. theit: were the stories of the changes and the losses they harl suffered m 

their lives. They would tell of the relatives and friends who had died. Frequently. the 

stories were of changes in their lives regarding the places they had lived and the homes 
... 

they had to give up in order to come in\o the institutionalized ·'home··. These stones were 

told through detailed descriptions of the old neighborhoods in which they had grovm up 
I 

and the neighborhoods in which they had raised their families. These neighborhoods. and 

the people who bad li ~ed in them. were almost always described in glowing terms. TI1e 

comparative words ... things (and/or people) are not the way they used to be:· would take 
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on an expressive meaning as if to say, " today things are not good. but in. the old days the) 

were.·· 

As they related stories of their youthful physical abilities. residents would 

describe the changes in their self-image or their bodily functions. Often these stories were 

embodied in a description of the accident (such as breaking a hip). or illness (i.e .. stroke 

or cancer) which had negativel y changed their physical abilities and which. all too often 

was the cause of their placement. voluntarily or invol untaril y, in the adult or nursing 

home. They would describe their physical aches or pains and the difficulties they were 

having in just accomplishing their daily activities and chores·. 

During my earl ier years, as [ listened to these reminiscences. I had asked myself. 

" Why are the elderly so concerned with their pasts? Why do they dwe ll on memori es of 

their youth?" 

At times, I reacted in a way similar to that described by Robert Butler in his 

seminal article. "The Life Review· An Interpretation of Reminiscence in the Aged ... when 

he wrote: 

The prevaili ng tendency is to identi fy reminiscence in the aged with psychological 
dysfunction .... reminiscence becomes a preparative. suggestive preoccupation. 
musing. aimless wandering of the mind. In .a word. reminiscence is fatuous.' 

I was not sure that the telling of stories was anything more than the ramblings of the 

elderly, who had little else to do with their time. 

I have discovered in my research for this project that my initial reaction to these 
Ji 

stories of the older person wa.5 not peculiar to me. but has been shared by many others. 

Harry R. Moody in his article ... Reminiscence and the Recovery of the Public World ... 
I 

wrote: 

1 Robert N. Butler, "The Life Review: An Interpretation of Reminiscence in the Aged: · 
Psychiatry 26~ 1963): 65. 66. 
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Interestingly, the negative view of reminiscence is shared by n;iany . .. who work 
with the elderly. Their dismissal of reminiscence has much in common with 
contemporary anitudes that regard the contributions of old people with amused 
disdain: reminiscence is a tiresome self-indulgence, a preoccupation with 
forgotten events or people best left forgonen. Above all. it is boring. 
Reminiscence looks backward and inward. It is best to get on with the business of 
living ' 2 

Dr. Theodore Lidz. in his. respected teXl.. The Person: His Development ThrouRhour the 

life C;pcle. saw reminiscing as a regressive defect on the part of the elderly. As he wrote: 

Elderly people. as is well known. spend an increasing amount of time talking and 
trunking about the past. It seems natural that as they feel out of the run of things. 
they should tum back to the days when life was more rewarding and enjoyable. 
and when events had a deeper impact on them. When ihe future holds little, and 
thinking about ii arouses thoughts of death. interest will tum regressively to 
earlier years . Still. in most persons who become very old. the defect is more 
profound.3 

I also experienced the boredom described t1y Lapsley~. especially \;\'hen the sto~ 

was repeated to me over and over again. Whether it was because sometimes the stories 

just lacked interest fo r me. or whether it was out of counter transference or projection on 

my pan. and therefore a reaction within me to the an.xiecy produced by the stOT) . I can 

only question. 

This project grew out of a feeling that has evolved in me from O\'er 25 year~ of 

visiting residents in institutionaJ settings and in my congregational community. I came to 

feel that these reminiscences r.epresented something vitally important to these older 

persons. I began to have the sense that there was a deeper function to the reminiscing l 

was hearing. I came to underst~d that the: elderly reminisce beca~e there is a real need 

: Harry R. Moody. ''Reminiscence and the Recovery of the Public World:' in 711e UseJ oj 
Reminiscence New Ways of Working wilh Older Adults, ed. Marc K.aminsk. lNew York· 
Haworth Press, 1984 ). 157. 
1 Marc Kaminsky. "The Uses of Reminiscence: A Discussion of the Formative 
Literature," Journal oJGeronrological Social Work vol. 7,_numbers Yi ( 1984): 139. 
•James Lapsley, ·'Pastoral Care and Counseling of the Aging.'' in Clinical Handbook<>/ 
Pastoral Counseling, vol. 1, ed. Robert J. Wicks. Rjchard 0 . Parsons and Oonald Capps 
(Mahwah, New Jersey: Paulist Press. 1993). 264. 
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to do so, as it often helps them to feel better about themselves, as weh as helping them lo 

resolve conflicts from their past. Stories of the past are retold in a way as to bolster the 

ego-integrity of the narrator. which is why the version of the story is based on who is 

narrating and not necessarily on the facts. This also explains why there is often a 

repetitive aspect to the telling. Once the story is told in a way that affirms the narrator· s 

feelings about himself or herself, the story is told and retold because of the good feelings 

which are engendered by the telling and the need for those positive feelings co be 

reinforced. 

These reminiscences seemed to provide a very significant personal fulfillment. 

There was this sense in their reminiscing that was. as Erikson described it. this .. last 

crisis" between despair and integrity. s This crisis arises for 

... old people can and need to maintain a grand-generative function. 
For there can be little doubt that today the discomjnuit)' of famil)' 
life as a result of dis-location contributes greatly to the lack in old age 
of that minimum of vital involvement that is necessary for staying really alive." 

In balance of thi s despair, reminiscence. in the view of Dr. Robert Butler. .. is the 

psychologicaJ process by which the central life task of old age may be accomplished . 
. 

Through reminiscence. an old person may review his ,life, achieve integrity. and face 

death:·-

As James Lapsley related in his article." Pastoral Care and Counseling of the 

Aging". there are issues that the aging express. and which were expres ed to me through 
~ 

the stories I heard . According-to Lapsley, there are the issues of ( I } illness as it related to 

suffering and pain, removal from a familiar home environment, fear of permanent 
I 

disabilities and loss of bodily functioning. as well as approaching loneliness and furthe1 • 

isolation from family and friends. the approach of death. and finally the concerns of 

~ Erik H. Erikson, The life Cycle Completed (New York: W. W Norton. 1963 ). 61. 
& Ibid., 63. 
1 Kaminsky. tin. 
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' bealth costs and the concern regarding the fear of being a burden upon one· s family 

members; and (2) wisdom and the need to recover it and its accompanying dignity. 

Regarding this second issue. Lapsley discusses losst:s of old age. the unfinished business 

that is fell and the need to have help jn making decisions fo r their li ves.s 

Erik Erikson. in hi s books Childhood and Society and The? lasr Cumplered Stage. 

described a concept of eight stages of a person· s life. the last being what he called in 

Childhood and Society . .. Ego Integrity vs. Despair"9
. He saw this last stage as being 

integrative of all the previous stages. if it is to be successful. At thi s stage there is anained 

.. the acceptance of one·s one and only li fe cycle as something that had to be and that. by 

necessity. permined of no substitutions:· 1 ~ When trus integrative task is not successful. 

there is despair and a lack of acceptance not only of death. but also of one· s Ii fe itself. 

The process of reminiscence aids this task as it enables the older person to carry out the 

process of integration of the previous seven stages of life . 

As described by Butler: 

In 1961. [I) postulated that reminiscence in the aged was part ofa normal life 
review process brought about by realization of approaching dissolution and death. 
ll is characterized by the progressive return to consciousness of past e~perie;ices 
and particularly the resurgence of unresolved conflicts. which can be looked at 
agaih and reintegrated. Jf the reintegra1 ion is successful. it can give new 
sigruficance and meaning to one·s life. and prepare one for death. mitigating fear 
and anxiety." 

It was the self-affinnatjve val ue of reintegration of self Lhat could be heard 

through lhe stories that were tQld to me C.y the residcms of these i\'ursing and adult homes. 

They just felt good about telling these stories. which is \VhJ they told them. I al so noticed 

that the telling of the stories occurred both in personAJ meetings with me, as well as in the, 

' Lapsley. 259-262. 
9 Erik H Erikson, Childhood and Society (New York: W. W. onon. 1963). 268. 
1° Kaminsky, 147. 
II fbid., ) 46. 
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group sening. In the group setting, the stories took on a special function ru; there was the 

feedback given by the others in the group. There would also be the sharing of similar 

stories by group participants, which added a very dynamic element to their telling of the 

narratives. The stories became the foundation for the formation of community amongst 

those in the group. 

The telling is selective. which was why Mordechai Rotenberg called this re

biographing. Its purpose is to create a sense of personal signi ficance for the teller. -which 

could be affirmed in the group sening The person told the story. and the feelings 

expressed in the story were reflected back onto the person by the reaction and the sharing 

by the other group members. 

When Kaminsky wrote: 

The capacit) to remember events of the distant past ,,,th great clarity ma) be a 
source of pride and sati sfaction. as well as an affirmation of the old person· s 
' biological" achievement: he has survived the accumulating years. v.ith their harsh 
adversities. to achieve longevity. In this respect. he may vie\ himself. and be 
viewed by others. as strong and superior, and as possessing extraordinary powers 
of memory '?. 

he described a process by which the way the person views himself or herself is shared in 

the group. and then re-affirmed by the group's other participants. This is a very powerful 

process. 

11 became evident that this process of reminiscing. which represents an affirmation 

of one person's life and its value. occurred most powerfully in a social context. that is. a 

group setting. Just as there is a teller. there needs to be a listener of the story. Storylellers 
. 

enjoy having an audience and the receptivity of the audience is also important. This can 
I 

be a professional , such as myself. or it can be a group of peers. such as the group that "e ' 

have al religroµs services in adult and nursing homes. 

12 Kaminsky. 14'5. 
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I also believe that in such community there is a sense of holine'ss, .which comes 

from an affirmation of the individual . This holiness is reinforced by the shared stories 

from each person·s past, and a capturing of the themes of these stories in a shared ritual 

experience. True community occurs. and is experienced. when there is a mutuality of 

involvement by each participant. affirming individuaJities by the 1elling of each person· s 

story "!ithout judgement and confirming the oneness of their combined experience b~ 

reflecting on the traditions all the participants share. This organic group process leads to 

the posi tive feelings experienced by ea.ch group member. As it ex tends into 2 wider 

context in their lives beyond the group setting. this communit5' also achieves a sense of 

God's Presence because something greater than each individual is experienced through 

the oneness of the entire group. As I have e>.perienced it over the years, 1 believe that this 

spiritual process, as part of the group process. is why group reminiscing seems to have 

been such a powerful experience for its participantS. 

Needs to be Addressed 

For this project. I will form a group comprised of Jewish residents living in an 

adult home setting. These residents will come together to specificaJI) share Jewish famil) 

and individual life reminiscences. The project will meet the need in the older person to 

reminisce. in order to achieve the eighth stage of life. integration, as described by 

Erikson, as well as to allow the aging person to maintain a sense of self-esteem by 

gratifying narcissistic aspirations. These aspirations favor the ' 'reinvestment of I ibido in 

an ideal image of the self in the.past'"" because aJI too often the pr~sent does not hold 

many positive self-images. As themes relating to the ·• wish it> be loved and appreciated. 

the wish to be strong and superior, and the wish to be ~ood and lovi ng tend to reappear as , 

IJ Ibid .• 144. 
8 

--



recurring themes in many of the stories they tell about their pasts". 14 it can be seen that 

reminiscing helps lo meet these narcissistic needs in the older person. 

Self-esteem building goaJs will be achieved by those reminiscences which 

describe ind ividual or family events that bolster a positive image of the narrator. As the 

reminiscences will be of a Jewish nature only. most of these stories wi ll be remiruscences 

of celebratory moments in the individual's or the family"s life. but they will also express 

the entire gamut of a person·s life experiences. These moments will allow the teller to 

integrate positive experiences from the past into the present. as they come from a time in 

the past when the teller felt good about himself or herself. and positive about his or her 

life and family. These stories from their Jewish pasts will aJso provide a common ground 

upon which all the group·s members can share. This will be the cohesive bond of the 

group. as these stories share similar verbal/visual symbols. rituals. and ceremonies. 

The project will also meet a need to form a community. in the true sense of the 

word. which wi ll be created by the group and its members' participation. The individuals 

will benefi t from the social contact that develops as a part of the group process . There 

will be an a.ffinnation of egp integrity by the process of empathic listening by the 

mernbe~ of the group. The teller will find that hi s or her dignity or self-wor:th ' ·is greatJy 

enhanced by her (sic) fee ling that she (sic) is comributing in the present to the life of 

those in the nursing home."1 ~ In other words, by just having others listen, the storyteller 

will feel "good''. This will affect. in a positive way. the lives o f those listeners and v.111 

therefore make himself or herself also .. feel better ... • 

If the ' 'capacity to remember remote events is pleasurable in itself' 10
• tben i; must 

I 

aJso be pleasurable to do thi s in a receptive group setting. The affirmation of ego 

integrity will be achieved in the group. by mirroring transference in which the person will 

I• Ibid. 
1
' Lapsley, 257. 

'
6 Kaminsky, J 44. 
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feel good about himself or herself because others will see him or her in a good light by 

the story that person shares. There can also be an affirmation of the narrator's feelings 

(even when they are negative) as he or she bears the feedback of the other group members 

as each one shares his or her own story in response. 

The group process itself will meet the need for communirv. both from a 

psychological, as well as a religious. context of significance. The need for affirmation in 

the group context arises out of the community. which is developed by the selection 

process of group members, their participation in rhe group, and the interaction between 

the group members. As this sense of community is established in this group and meets the 

associated need, the imponance of this project for its participants wi II be demonstrated. 

The reminiscences witl meet the individual's need to resolve conflicts from the 

past through the re-telling of the story in such a way that the past is re-written. in a 

process called re-biographing. The need in the elderly co accepr one · s past, and who one 

has been, is essential in the process of integration of the stages of life before death. This 

can be accomplished by a 

legitimate historical rehabil~tat1on method in which those failing parts in a 
person· s hi !'-:ory are contracted while the reinterpreted reconstructed parts are 
expanded to create a more congruent life- story dialogue between the furure
oriented present new · r and the past ' thou ' . ,-

Rotenberg further described this process and its importance fo r the teller of the 

story particularly in the group setting: 

To be sure. it is not that pasr failures must be reinterpreted as· achievements, but 
that they may be recounted and socially accepted as meaningful and even 
' adventurous' life stories. For example. we often observe how in certain cultural / 
groups people enjoy telling and even dramatizing their personal miseries and how 
they succeed to elicit reinforcing sympathy from their attentive audiences. 18 

11 ~ordechai Rotenberg. Re-Biographing and Deviance (New York: Praeger, 1987). 65. 
II Ibid .. 67. 

10 
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This project will allow the teller to retell past conflicts or trying moments in li fe 

when their self-image was attacked. By this reteJling. there is a posi ti ve aftim1ation of the 

self through the reinterpreted evem or eventS. 

The project will meet the need in the elderly to deal with Lie losses, and 

particularly the deaths. of family members and friends. As people will be recalled in the 

stories, fo r the teller they will become reintegrated imo the present. As selfobjects. the~ 

will be internalized through the telling of the stories. B) remembrance. for the teller of 

the story. the dead are kept alive as internal objects, to be cherished and appreciated. 

Even when these memories are painful. they can be re-integrated by the process of re

biographing, in which the person·s faults are minimized and the person's plusses 

maximized. 

The telling of the stories of loved ones wi ll allow for the expression of all of the 

feelings associated with mourning. both finished and unresolved, which include anger. 

guilt. thankfulness. and integration of that person into one's life. All of these stories from 

the past and past relationships contribute to the quality of the present life of the teller. as 

Lapsley wrote: 

But many ... use memories to try to live in the p"resenl. Memories remind the 
person of who she (sic) has been, both in mourning and celebralion. and thus of 
her (sic) present identity as a person with these particular links through the past to 
the present world. 1

Q 

This project will also meet the need in human beings for ritual. and the process of 
fl 

making rituals which is called critualization··. Tom Driver in his book. The Magic of 

Ritual, begins by stating that "Human longing for ritual is d~ep ... :·20 He sees ritual as 
I 

being a very part of our animal need for stabilit. and for communication. ··R.ituaJization·". ' 

he writes. "is~ way. an experimentai way. of going from the inchoate 10 the expressi\'e. 

·~ Lapsley, 251 . 
:o Tom F. D.river, The Magic of Riwol (San Francisco: Harper Collins. J 991 ). 3 
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. 
from the sheerly pragmative to the communicative."1

! As "man ... is born with the need 

for such regular and mutual affinnation and certification .. . " 11
• and according to Erikson 

ritualization meets that need, then it is my intention that these rituals will result in .. a 

sense of separateness transcended. and yet also of individual di.mnctiveness 

confirmed.''2J As rituals .. give individuals and fami lies possibilities to be the makers and 

interpreters of their lives in a number of ways .. 1'. I will help each group participant and 

I.he group itself to develop a ritual or rituals which \\.ill meet the need for ritualization. 

Rituals will be created which celebrate and recognize the themes in the stories. 

These rituals wi ll also allow the basic needs. expressed through the stories. to find their 

form through prayers and ceremonies. and their words or actions. I expect that the rituals 

wi ll be familiar to these older persons. since all the rituals will be couched in a Jewish 

context from their Jewish past. By sharing these rituals in the group setting. a further 

affirmation of the initial need for reminiscing will occur. The sharing of riruals in a 

Jewish context will help in the development of a community. which at its core" ill be a 

sharing of Jewish experiences. It will create a shared context. which will allov. for the 

affirmation of each participant in an accepting environment. 

Relevancy of Proiect 

The relevancy of this project will lie in its usefulness fo r professionals in the field 

of gerontology, and for aging individuals who are striving to find self-affirmation in the 

face of life's transitions and death itself. 
.. 

The project will demonstrate the importance of specific religiously contexted 

reminiscences and reminiscence groups in affinn ing the ego integrity and dignity of the 
I 

:• Ibid .. 3 1. 
:.: Erik H. Erikson. Joan M. Erikson. and Helen Q Kivnick. Vi1al !nvo/\•emenr in Old Ag~ 
(New York: W. W. Norton & Co.'. 1986). 47. 
Zl lbid. 
:• lbid., 6. 
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o lder person. This will be important to those who care for the elderly, either.as family 

members. friends, or as professionals in an institutionalized sening. It will inspire these 

persons caring for the elderly to encourage their patients to tell stories from their past. 

both individually and in a group sening, because they will know the personal value 

attained from the telling of such stories. The project might also lead to a research project 

whose go~I would be to study if tht" effects of religiously contexted reminiscences have a 

different, and even more beneficial. effect upon the narrators. and the listeners of these 

stories. than other kinds of reminiscences. 

The project will be of \a)ue to those who do not understahd why the elderly 

reminisce as much as they do: it will help them appreciate these stories from the past. 

This will be of benefit to both family members and professionals who often find it 

difficult to li sten to these stories. particularly when they are repeated over and over ag:iin 

The project will give them a better understanding of the \'alue of reminiscing. 

The relevancy of this projt:ct will also lie in the fact that it broadens the 

understanding of an important activity of seniors. As this segment of our population is 

growing in size each day. it is important that society. and panicularly fan1i lies and 

professional caregivers. comes to a bener understanding of why seniors do the things tnat 

they do. This understanding wi ll allow caregivers to be more effective and of more 

benefit both to seniors. as well as to themselves. 

The project will demonstrate the importance of ritual in people· s lives when those 

rituals are connected to importantJhemt>s in those people's I hes. Thit has great 

significance for the religious communi ty of today. which is searching for ways to capture 

the spirit of people 's lives. A sening which supports the {elling o f people· s individual 

stories, sharing those stories, and then creath·ely expressing those stories through shared 

rituals/ceremonies can be most important for a community in need of relevant rituals. The 

principles of this project, aJthough applied specifically to the dynamics present in the 
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elderly, can be applied to people of all ages. The project wi ll demonstrate Ll1e validit) of 

linking ritual observance to people' s lives as remembered from the past. lived in the 

present and anticipated for the future. 

The project will demonstrate the importance of communi~ in affirming the \\Orth 

of a person. This occurs when that commW1ity is established along principles that support 

the person both through his or her pasL as well as that indi viduars participation in the 

present experience of the group. This has relevance not only upon smal l groups such as 

the one in this project. but als0 upon larger groups in other settings. A group. in which all 

its members, are in a dialogical relationship. achieves a level of holiness which support 

the oneness of the group. while at the same time supporting and affirming each 

mdi viduaJ ·s part in that group. Finally. the positive effec t on the quality of the lives of the 

panicipants. beyond the group should also be seen as an important effect of th is group . 

• 

l 
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CHAPTER II 

Religious Principles 

The principles found in the Jewish tradition of the inherent value of the 

Individual. and of the individual in community, are the foundations of this project. 

The principle of the sacredness and self-worth of the individual is, in Jev.ish 

tradition, highly valued. In this project it will he expressed in the selection process and 

during the group process. in which each person will be treated with a sacredness of 

respect and diguity . Each individual v.ill be seen as an equal participant in the whole of 

the group. No individual will be seen as being more important for the group process. even 

though certain individual or individuals may take on a leadership position in the group. 

Eve~ person will be seen as having value to the group process by telling stories from the 

pasL and of offering his or her own comments and reflections on the stories of others. A 

confirmation of the stories each one tells and the themes of his or her life. which will be 

expressed, will affirm the self-worth of each participant. 

This principle of sacredness of the individual finds its first expression in the 

Genesis narrative where it is stated: .. And God created man in His own image. in the 

image of God created He him: male and female created He them ... (Gen. 1:27) The human 

being was given a specia l place in God·s creative process. as it states in Psalm Vlll : .. 0 

Lord . . . Thou hast made him but little lower than the angels, and hast crO\\.ned rum witlt 

glory and honour. .. As such. this sanctity of the pe:-son was carefully protected by the 
;.. 

tradition. 

In Avot De Rabbi Nathun. it states that the world was created by ten sayings: 
I 

To teach you that him who fulfills one command. or keeps one Sabbath. or 
preserves one human life. the Scripture regards as if he had preserved the whole 
world. And him who commits one sin, desecrates one Sabbath, and destroys one 
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human life; the Scripture regards as if he had destroyed the whole world' ... jA,•or 
De Rabbi Nathan (verse. I), xxxi , 45b. 46a.25 

There is. therefore. a value placed upon the imponance of the individual's life. and the 

need by society to preserve one·s existence. This emphasis upon the individual is also 

found in Talmud, Yoma 38b. where it is wri tten: .. Even for the sake of one righteous man 

the world would.have been created. and for the sake of one righteous man it will 

continue." 16 

Regarding the importance of the indi-vidual in the Divine scheme. Abraham 

Heschel wrote, .. Our life is not our own property but a possession of God .. .. God is in 

need of man ... Authentic vital needs of man's body and soul are a divine concern . This is 

why human life is hol) · ·~' God needs the individual as a partner in .. His enterprise, 'a 

partner in the work of creation·: · l M 

The sanctity of the individual. as a value. is recognized in the Jewish tradition 

both for the individual alone and for the individual in community. that is the person in 

relationship with others. This is stressed in the following rabbinic comment by R. Isaac 

found in Talmud Sotah 40a. where it is wrinen: 

Let respect for the community always be with you. for you will note that [when 
blessing the worshippers]. the priests· faces were turned toward the people and 
their backs were toward the Presence. R. Nahman derived this rule from 'Then 
David the king stood up upon his feet and said: 'Hear me. my brethren. and my 
people' . (I Chronicles 28:2) 1

Q 

I 
~sc.G . Montefiore and H. Loew. eds .. A Rabbinic Anthology ( ew York: Schocken 
Books, 1974). 182. 
10 fbid., 23 I. 
:' Abraham H. Heschel , Berween God and Man (New York: The Free ·Press. 1959). 140 . . 
"

1 Ibid., 141 . 
19 Hayim Nahman Bialik and Yehoshua Hana Ravnitzky, eds. , The Book of lef!ends Sefer 
Ha-Aggadah (New York:"Schocken Books. 1992). 722. 

. 16 
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The implication in this citation is that although it is liturgica lly fprbidden to turn 

one's back on the Divine Presence, when blessing the people. however. they and not God 

are faced, because of respect for the people overrides the respect due to God. The 

emphasi s is on the divinity that resides in the people. because it is a community of 

individual s. 

This value of the sacredness of the individual within community has its 

foundation in the Genesis narrative where it is stated: .. And the Lord God said: ' lt is not 

good that the man should be alont!: I will make him a help meerfor him .... (Gen. II : I 8) 

This " help meet"' was Eve. It 1s interesting that the Hebrew for this translation ... a help 

meet for him'". k 'negdo. can be understood as .. either ·at his side·. i.e. Cit to associate 

with: or ·as over against him.' i.e. corresponding to him." ' 0 Both of these alternative 

1.ranslations relate to the concept of relationship. as does the comment by the biblical 

commentator lbn Ezer. ·•two are heller than one·· 11
• and the comment by Samson Raphael 

Hirsch, "That is why it is ' eshah ·.a ·feminine man·. who stands. not with him. but next lO 

him. • nedgo •, 11 ho works ar another poini in the same time. so that each one of them fill s 

a separate position. and they mutually complement each ot11er."'~ The value. understood 

in this reading of the Genesis passage. is that the ideal state for individual persons is in 

the relationship between persons In this stale of relationship. each pKrtner complements 

the other to form an integrated whole. which becomes the basi's for communit) . 
I 

11> Dr. J.H. Hertz: The Pe111a1euch ancl Hafiorahs (London: Soncino Press. 1978). 9 . 
11 Mikrot Gedolot (New York: Pardes Publishing House. 1951 ). Beresh.it. ch. 2. vs. 18. 
11 Samson Raphael Hirsch, The Pentateuch. Genesis (Gateshead. England: Judaica Press. 

1982). 65,66. 
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The value of community is also a principle in Jewish trad ition. The word kehillah. 

meaning "community'·. refers "to the organized communal units of Jewish 

existence:· J; This can be a group assembled fo r ... a speci fie purpose· (ibid.). ·an 

organized body or congregation· (ibid.) as well as ·mishpaha (clan or family). bet a' (the 

father's house), and am (people)""34 Community can be defined as '·a community of 

kinsmen .with a common ancestor. .. ,~ Community also includes the coming together of 

small group units or individuals ·'by virtue of joining. Ii Ying together. and coming to 

share common characteristics. Thus the foundation is laid for the inclusion of others. for 

the development of a community whose basis of uni ty transcends the bio logica1:· \1• 

The theologian Martin Buber defined community as ··an organic unit) which has 

grown out of common possessions. work. morals. or belief."P Buber saw the relationship 

between persons as a living entity created "in the vi llage and city community. in the 

workers· fellowship. in comradeship. in religious unity:·Js The reminiscing group created 

for this project. will. by this definition. be a community. There will be a shared common 

cultural/religious tradition among the participants. which is their .Judaism that binds them 

together. They also represent a sub-co!11munity in the midst of a greater community in the 

adult home. which is their shared living environment. 

For Buber. there was community. and what he tem1ed '·true communi ty ... In this 

.. true community .. more intense human needs are met, ' hich I believe will be met in the 

community fo rmed by this project. Or. Harold G. Koenig describes these needs in his 

book, Aging and God. He lists fati rteen spintual needs of the elderly. -.,,foch include· 

11 Arthur A. Cohen and Paul Mendes-Flohr. 81 . 
1• Ibid. 
IS Ibid .. 82. 
'" Ibid. 

I 

37 Maurice Friedman, Martin Buber The Life of Dialogue (New Y 0 1 k: Harper Torchbooks. 
1960),, 45. 
u Ibid., 46. 
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(1) "A Need for Meaning, Purpose, and Hope''; (2) ''A Need to Transcend 

Circumstances": (3) '·A Need for Suppon in Dealing and Loss··: (4) .. A Need for 

Continuity"; (5) "A Need for Validation and Support of Religious Behaviors··: (6) ""A 

Need to Engage in Religious Behaviors .. ; (7) ·'A Need for Personal Dignity and Sense of 

Worthiness"; (8) "'A Need for Unconditional Love··: (9) .. A Need to Express Anger and 

Doubt": (10) "A Need to Feel that God ls on Their Side .. ; (1 1) .. A Need to Love and 

Serve Others .. : ( 12) .. A Need to be Thankful"": (13) ··A Need to Forgive and Be 

Forgjven"; and (14) .. A Need to Prepare for Death and Oying··. '0 

In the course of Jewish history. community arose out of the need for 

comparuonship and partnership. which initially saw its fulfillment in the family and tribal 

urlits, and later in the larger unit of the people . As Judaism developed. it then found its 

strongest fonn in the development of the kehillah. an orgaruc or organized Jewish 

commurlity. The kehillah met the social. political, cultural. and religious needs of the 

people by creating an environment of partnership in which there is a relation of one 

individual to another in the "sense of oneness and mutual responsibil ity."40 

This sense of kehillah, in more modem times. sees itself in the creation and 

sustaining of the synagogue. but also in small fellowship ~rO'Ups , havurot. ln all of these 

organic or organized units of individual partnership, the individual is invested by the 

tradition with sanctity and divine imponance. and the community. made of these 

individuals. creates a .. real community ... precisely because they are comrades. have .. 
mutual access to one another ... :·" In its essence. the reminiscing group fonned in this 

I 

' 9 Dr. Harold G. Ko<;nig. Aging and God Spiritual Pathways ro Memal Healrh in Midlife 
and Later Years (New York: The Ha~onh Pastoral Press. 1994). · 284-294. 
•0 Emanuel S. Goldsmith and Mel Scull, editors. Dynamic Judaism The Essemial Wririn[!s 
of Mordecrii M. Kaplan (New York : Fordham University Press. 1985). 56. 

'' Friedman, 217._ · 
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project is a havurah group, that is a small kehillah. where there is a meeting of the needs 

of "true community". 

Friedman, in his book entitled Marrin Buber the Life of Dialogue. stated Buber's 

belief that a ·'true" community of dialogue "ought to be establ ished on any level of 

human interaction."42 This project will create such a unit of human interaction. a 

reminiscing group. Community will oe ·formed and sustained, as the group· s 

environment, which affirms open dialogue between the participants. becomes one in 

which individuals are "open to one another, communicate with one another. and help one 

aQother.''0 This dynamic integration of individual and community. through the mutuality 

of reminiscing, wherein the community supports the importance of the individual by the 

sharing of stories and their accompanying reflective feelings. has been an important 

principle in the development of Jewish life and Jewish community. It will also be an 

important part of the process for this project· s group. thereby establishing the intimaC) 

that can exjst in community between its individuaJs. 

This projecr s group wi II create a community out of a shared Jewish experience. 

because all the participants will be .Jev.rish. ft must be a group that is fanned not .. through 

exclusion but ~y by inclusion: a true community must be without barrier. for fai~ a'nd 

love can know no barriers. ··H Although certain criteria must be met regarding mental 

functioning. and there must be a limit to the number of participants. there wi ll be no other 

barriers to inclusion in the group. Each participant will be given the opportunity to share 

rus or her reminiscences within a time equal to that of the other presenters. Each 

individual will be given the opportunity to offer his or her reflections on the presenters 
I 

story or stories. By this sharing of stories. there will develop an open dialogue in an 

atmosphere of mutual respect. The members <?f the group will each be seen on a basis 

'' Ibid., 43. 
0 Moore, l 58. 
"Ibid. 
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equal to alt others vis a vis their presence and their contri bution. All of these aspects of 

the group dynamics will allow for true community. as defined by Buber. to be established 

and sustained. 

Participants will not be chosen due to the cliques or friendship groups that are in 

the home, or even where they reside in the home: that is either in the hotel or in the 

assisted living part. This group will become a community as it transcends all smaller 

groups, and becomes a common ground in which: 

... people no longer recognize privileged membership or sec ret alliances as the 
source of union. but rather see in openness and responsibil ity and love before the 
Divine Presence the real bond of the communi ty of bel ievers.~ ~ 

Participation in the community will also enhance the sense of true community as it will 

" include a boundary to membership so that no group or person can hinder one · s being. ··~6 

Each participant" s stories, the interpretations of the stories ofle red by others. and the 

expressions of feeling and observations ,,.,;11 be accepted unconditionall) by all group 

members. 

The community formed for this project will also be"' hat Buber called a .. living 

community'"' ' in that there"' ill be a shar.ed tradition through the remembrances that are 

presented. Buber '"Tote often of the community as a 13lace in which sacred literature and 

history would be shared. As the participants tell of their Jewish reminiscences. there will 

be a sharing, throu_gh the stories that relate to Jewish ceremo nies and celebrations as 

experienced in their past. of the sacred literature and of the hi story of the Jewish people. .. 
This wi ll further assist in the formation of community and will affirm the social bonds of 

the group's individuals. 

Hlbid. 
46 Friedman. 94. 
0 Moore. 226. 
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Yosef Yerushalmi took note of this relationship between remembering and 

communjty when he wrote that "collective memory is not a metaphor but a social realit~ 

transmitted and sustained through the conscious effons and institutions of the group:..if, A 

group 's experience in the present is very much shaped by their abilit. to remember and 

rel ive the past. As memory fuses past and present, it is ··no longer recollection. which still 

preserves a sense of distance. but reactualization: ·4 Q When these stories of the Jev.,i sh 

people will be re-told in a group. a social bond by shared symbols, both implicit and 

explicit, wi ll bring the past into the present ;n a very real way for the group in its here· 

and-now experit!nce. What was in the unconscious. or even collective unconscious. of the 

individuals in the group will become immediately manifest and re-experienced by the 

participants now as members, 

Thjs process of remembering is a function of social interaction. not onl y when the 

remembrances focus on the collective stories of a people· s history. in this case the Jewish 

people. but also when the stories are of an individual" s life experiences. as they will be 

expressed in the project's reminiscing group. If "'individual memory is structured through 

social frarneworks"s0
• then the framework of this communit} structures the individual and 

personal memori~s in such a way as to inspire their recollection. their recitation. their 

sharing. their interpretation, and their affirmation in the group. The group affirmation 

which will occur. both by others in the group telling their stories. as well as by the 

process of listerung, will give value and importance tu the '·elder· s life story, and enhance 
f4 

the integration and acceptance of pa~experiences, i.e., provide validation and 

affirrnation."s' Mutual validation and uffirmation of the individual'. accomplished in this 
/ 

"Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi, Zakhor Jewish History and .le·wish Memor.\• (Seattle. 
University of Washington Press. 1996). xxxiv . 
•• lbid .. 44 . 
~ lbid., xxxiv. 
'' Koenig. 314. 
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group. by its very process of reminiscing and reflection, are the foundations of any· 

"living" community. 

The oral tradition of the Jewish people. and the reliving of Jewish history through 

liturgy and ritual. have become the Jewish acts of remembering. These elements of 

remembrance wi ll be a basic part of. this project. The recitation of the stories and the 

sharing of stories related to rituals. ceremonies. celebrations. and symbols. of an 

individual. as well as from a fami liaJ hi story. will become the actualization of the 

participant's past into the present experience of the group and its individuals. What thi s 

reminiscing group will be doing. its very act. will be an act of Jewish remembrance. The 

verbal remembering and sharing of stories from the past will integrate the tradition· s 

sanctity of the individual into the context of the "true·· community . 

The acknowledgement of the individual" s relation to the .. eternal Thou·· wi thin the 

group/communai unit will be essential for the formation and sustenance of this project's 

group. This is why each session will begin with a prayer. and also why there will be a 

religious service that will observe the conclusion of the reminiscing group. This 

acknowledgement of the Divine is in response to what Buber stated in his lectures on 

"Religion as Presence ... when he said, '"The true human comm!Jnfty is possible only m 

God. "s1 This realization of Divine Presence is achieved not "within individuai persons. 

but betv.1een persons and is 'consummated only in the life of true community•:·H 

The group, that will be formed for this project. will have this focus o~ God in its 

midst, as the persons chosen for the group will be a part of the religious commurtit)· of the 

adult home. All participants will be chosen from the group of residents who artend m) 
I 

monthly worship services. As they have told me in the early prel iminary interviews. 

prayer and God have aJ ways been a part of their lives. b0th during their earlier years and 

•
2 Moore, 259. 

u Ibid. 
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now during the senior years. This sense of God will be acknowledged during each 

sessjon, as the themes that are presented in the reminiscences will become the basis for 

the rituals and ceremonies, which will become pan the closure ceremony. These rituals 

will be of a religious and spiritual nature. sharing the symbols of Jewish life both 

individually and communally. 

This acknowledgement of the Divine in the indi\'idual. as a participant in a 

community , wi ll help the elderly who participate in the group to confront this time of 

transi tion in his or her life. The elderly person is facing a multitude of traumatic changes 

in the biological. intellectual. emotional and spiritual spheres of life. These changes bring 

to their conscious and unconscious lives. needs. which are a .. consequence of an inherent 

human impulse to relate to God, and also reflect God's influence on and desire to relate to · 

humani ty:·s~ This group. by its religious and clinical dynan1ics. will anempt to meet these 

needs. embodying the words 0f Manir. Buber: 

ll is not the community that comes first, but the radii. our individual 
relations to the eternal Thou. ·This alone guarantees the authentic 
existence of community.· True community comes about. first. through persons 
' taking their stand in living mutual relation with a li\·ing Centre. and 
second, their being in Jh·ing mutual relation with one another ... .. ~( 

' 

In this reminiscing group of Jewish residents in an adult home setting, it is the 

re lationships formed between the individual members in community that arc the very 

essence of this project 

Clinical Principles • 

One of the clinical principles pertinent to this project i!' Lilat of reminiscing. 

Reminiscing (which for the pu.rposes of this project will~ used synonymous!) with lite 

review. re-biographing. and auto-biographing). as a universal adaptive process naturally 

occurring in the elderly, was first id~ntified by Butler in 1963. when he \VTOte : 

" Koenig, 283. 
1• Moore, 258-259. 
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I conceive of the life review as a naturally occurring. universal mental pro~ess 
characteriz.ed by the progressive return to consciousness of past experiences. and. 
particularly. the resurgence of unresolved conflicts: simultaneously. and nonnally. 
these revived experiences and conflicts can be surveyed and rcintegrated.'' 5~ 

Havighurst and Glasser gave a definition of reminiscence when they v .. Tole: 

All of us from time to time look back over our lives. recalling people and events, 
thought$, and feelings. Sometimes, such recall comes unbidden. as idle thoughts 
or daydreams. Sometimes we purposely think back. trying to remember and 
reconstruct. Such retrospection. both purposive and spontaneous. may be called 
rem1mscence. 

~4 

A definition of remin iscence. particular!_ useful for this project because of its 

existential developmental emphasis. was offered b~ Webster and Young\ ho described it 

as "a developmental process in which indi iduals reintegrate the past in tenns of their 

present. The process of reintegration can be seen to have three process variables; ( I ) 

recall . (2) evaluation. and (3) synthesis:·<x 

The clinical principle behind reminiscing is described b) Erik Erikson as the last 

and final developmental stage of life wherein the .. task of the elderly is to deYelop ego 

integrity. a sense of satisfaction with life and its meaning and a belief that li fe is fulfilling 

and successful."59 This task can be facilitated through reminiscing. which along with 

.. Clinical case studies ... autobiographical experiences. life hisCories. and multiple other 

fonns of reminiscing have all been placed under the banner of.life review·-<><> 

"" Roben N, Butler, ·The Life Review; An Interpretation of Reminiscence in the Aged." 
Psychiatry26 ( 1963): 66. 
•· James L. Poulton and Donald S. Strassberg ... The Therapeutic Use of Reminiscence:· 
International Journal o/Group Psychotherapy. 36 (3) ( 1986):

1
382. 

' ' Irene Burnside. "Reminiscence Group Therapy:· Working with Older Adults. Group 
Process and Techniques {Massachusetts: Jones and Bartlett Publishers. 1994). 164 
'' Joan M. Lappe ... Reminiscing: The Life Review Therapy," Journal o[Gerontolo~1ca/ 
Nursing vol. J 3. no. 4, (1987): 12. · 
"° Barbara K. Haight, "The Therapeutic Role of a Structured Life Review P:-ocess in 
Homebound Elderly Subjects:· Journal of Gerontology vol. 43. no. 2 ( 1988): 40. 
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. 
In 1974, Butler proposed that "reminiscing contributes to successful adaptation lo 

old age by maintaining self-esteem. reaffirming a sense of identity, and working through 

personal losses. ·'6• As stated above. Erikson saw reminiscing as a Ii fe reviev. to be an 

essential part of a successful eighth stage of life. as it affirms '"integrity vs. despair··. 

Butler "postulated the process whereby lhe old person either accomplishes hi s task or 

achieving ego -integrity or succumbs to despair:-<>· McMahon and Rhudick sa\\ 

reminiscence as operating under the control of the ego by which the older person 

disengages from external reality in order lo preserve and create a sense of personal 

significance.6~ As described by Kaminsky: 

The increased narcissism which fosters the resurgence of memories that embody a 
positive or ideal image of the self in the past must al so bl! seen as part of the 
process of continuing identity formation. If the past is sufficiently charged with 
experiences that have realistically gratified nonnative narcissistic aspirations. then 
it can legitimately provide rich materials for lhe task which a\ aits the ego in old 
age. and the 'ideal image· which the ego constructs out of its past may be. in 
effect, a crystall ization of the positive capacities and experiences actually 
possessed by the old person."~ 

This process is also accomplished by the connection between reminiscence and a 

person's. relationship wirh inlemal objects ... i.e. to self and object representations. with \}le 

need to maintain contact with them and find validation for them in external reality:· 65 

Reminis(;l!nce is one of the means by which a per on. in the face of physical decline or 

changes, of losses and unresolved conflicts. of stressfu l changes in personal 

circumstances or social conlext deals with the aging process. It allows the 11erson to 

maintain ego identity by allowing that person to hold onto previouslr internalized or 

•
1 Lappe, 12. 

•=Kaminsky, 147. 
Ill Ibid., 148. 
"' Ibid .. 149. 

I 

D• Pietro Castelnuovo-Tedesco. ·"'The Mind as a Stage". Some Comments on 
Reminiscence and Internal Objects:· International Journal of Psycho-Analysis vol. 59. 

no. 19 ( 1978): 22. 
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integrated object representations. Reminiscence "provides consolation by serving as 

buffer against loss and depression. It confirms that something actually took plate: what 

remains has enough substance to comfort and reassure."66 

This is an explanation according to object-relationstheory as to why the elderly 

reminisce so often. It is a significant way by which there is a validation of internal 

frepresentations, now a part of external reality. by the telling of the story from past 
I ; 

experience. The telling of the story from one's past brings that story into the present. The 

story, with its ~ymbolic and psychic meanings. is then not lost. but rather kept alive for 

the benefit of eg<r strengthening. 

As a person ages, relati onships that were once important are often modified or 

actually lost. ·'Youthfulness depends on the tapacity to internalize new relationships and 

update old ones. However. with time this proce~ begins to slip and the aging person then 

is likely to tum inward and appear more self-absorbed."
01 

McMahon and R!iudick 

) described this process of reminisc;nce as a positi e working through of personal losses 

which allows the ego to d1sconne~t libido from past and irretrievable objects. as these 

mner objects are brought into external reality by 'the act of remembrance~ 68 They also 

wrote that reminisc ing is the process which allows the ego to identify with lost ·'Jove 

objects'·, thereby completing the mourning process. As they wrote : 

The satisfying qualities of the early object relationship become an essential pan of 
the memories of the interaction, providing incentive for and giving a satisfying 
quality to subsequent identifications and eventually providing a sense of identit} 

, and continuity which can exist independently of the object. True reminiscing 
appears to have this quality and function and is both a manifesta~on and 
reaffirmation of the experience ofcont inuity ... ~9 

... lbid., 23: 
•

1 Ibid., 22,23. .sa- . - - ~ 
68 Christie M-:"ei.tlso;, "Reminiscing: Toward Achieving Ego Integrity in Old Age:· 

- S~ci~l Case·work: The Journal o/Co11ten1J?orary Social Work (1984): 83. 
69 Kaminsky, 155. 
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This aspect of reminjscing is particularly important for the aging as they re~ch the 

end oflife and strive for integration. or what has been called ... getting one· s house in 

order". Finishing the mourning process. eyen mourning from decades before. would 

certainly be of benefit to the elderly. Reminiscing helps to achieve this benefit. 

"Reminiscing is intended to liberate the bereaved from emotional claims of the 

past in order to think hopefull y about the future: ·;u ft does so by creating.: 

reliable images (which) link the bereaved person to their continuous past in such a 
way that the bereaved is attach~d to the deceased through love and not anger. 
which. in tum. permits the person to live 'out o'f their future. - i 

Mitchell and Anderson. and Melges wrote of the power of recalling, reliving. and 

re-grieving past losses in order to help one .. reconstruct hi s identity into the future: ·-J 

These psychological processes allov. for the release of anger. guilt. and other emotions. 

which have hindered grieving. regardless of hO\\ man) years ago the death occurred. 

Reminiscence will be used in this project as a part of grief therapy since it is ·'the major 

therapeutic tool for the bereaved.·· " 

R.esearchers have identi tied 29 types of reminiscence. 1~ To help me understand the 

process of :-cminiscence for thi s project, however. I found the s ix types described by Watt 

and Wong to be the most insightful in interpreting the storie~ I heard from the group·s 

participants. They describe the followin~ types of reminiscences· ( I ) lntegntive. whkh 

I 
~ Coval B. MacDonald. "Loss and Bereavement:· in Clinical Handbook of Pastoral 
Counseling. vol. I. Roben J. Wicks. Richard D. Parsons. and Donald Capps. eds . (Ne\\ 

York: Integration Book~. I 985). 547. 
I Ibid .. 552. 

fl Ibid .. 551. 
I ) Ibid., 547. 
•• Burnside. 165. 
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functions to give "meaning, coherence, and reconciliation with regard to one's. past .. ' ~: (2) 

Instrumental. which "invol ves drawing on past experiences to help solve a present 

problem, and recalling past efforts in coping with difficult situations:·-<>: (3) 

Transmissive, which functions as a means of imparting values and teachings from one 

generation to the next"' : (4} arrative. which functions as a source of pleasure fo r the 

teller who biographically accounts past events to his audience ~s: (5) Escapist. which 

functions to exaggerate pasl glories and to devaluate the present ·~; and Obsessive. which 

indicates the "individual's failure to imegrate certain problematic past experiences'·Hn 

leading to depression and agitation. The knowledge of these types gave me paradigms of 

reminiscences so that I would be able to listen more to the content of the story being told 

than to just its form . This taxonomy defined the form and function of reminiscing for me. 

Another clinical principle operati e fo r this project will be the social function of 

story telling. As stated b) Rotenberg. ··As a story-telling acti vity it also functions. 

however:, on the interpersonal level of space, because. after all. we tell stories to other 

people.''81 Research indicates that reminiscence in a group is more effective as it provides 

support, encouragement and stimulation.81 Reminiscing in a group allows the teller to 

,. Lisa M Watt and Paul T. P. Wong. "A Taxonomy of Reminiscence ~d Therapeutic 
Implications." Journal of Geron10/6gical Social Work vol. J 6 (I /2) ( 1991 ): 44. 
'& Ibid .. 45. 
TI Ibid .. 46. 
" Ibid. , 48, 49. 
"' Ibid., 50. 

fbid .. 51. 

I 

~· Rotenberg, 140. 
•: James E. Birren and Donna E. Deutchman, .. Guided Autobiograph~ Groups:· m 

Working with Older Adu/Is. Group Process and Techniques. Irene Burnside and Mary 
Gwynne Schmidt, eds. (Massachusens: Jones and Bartlett Publishers: 1994 }. 183. 

. 29 

_\ 



bolster his or her ego strength as that person receives approval for his or her ~as~ from the 

listening group. There is also a benefit to having other group members confirm the 

c:xperiences of the storyteller by sharing similar stories from their own Ii es. As stressed 

by Yalom. interpersonal learning and group cohesiveness are essential for the therapeutic 

power of the group process.u Both of these criteria will be a part of this reminiscing 

group. 

Other clinical principles. which will he particularly he I pf ul for this project. are 

related to the six basics clinical approaches to pastoral care of the agi.ng which Lapsle~ 

described as being "characteristics of aging that are particularly relevant to pastoral 

care.""84 The first is the need on the part of the pastoral caregiver for empathy. This will 

be vital to the project's group reminiscing process. if it is to be successful. This success 

wi ll be predicated upon the feelings by the participants that each one has an empathic 

listener. "enabling the person to continue to recount events in the past. some of'' hi ch 

may have been, or may still be. painful. since she knows that she is being heard. and to 

some extent understood. ··s~ 

Empathy. the first approach to the pastoral care of the aging is also confirmed in 

the group process. According to Yalom. the therapist is most effective when he or she i:, 

there as a caring presence. As he wro~: 

I 

0 Irvin D. Yalom. Th'e Theory and Practice of Group Psych01herapy ( ew York: Harper 

Books. 1995). 101. 
""Lapsley. 247. 
'' Ibid .. 250. 
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You do by ~ing, by being there with the patient. Presence is the hidden agent .of 
help in all forms of therapy. Patients looking back on their therapy rarely 
remember a single interpretation you made but they always remember your 
presence. that you were there with them.8" 

When a trusting relationship is established between therapist (group facilitator

leader) and group. a safe environment is created. This environment enhances ··trust, risk 

taking, self-disclosure, feedback. constructive conflict. working through problems 

centering around intimacy. and so on:·r Such an environment must be established 

quickly when a group is of a short duration as will be the one for this project. 

The second approach into pastoral care of the aging. as suggested by Lapsle_ . is 

Lhe recognition by the pastoral care person of the imponance of memories as giving 

identity and self worth. There is also the understanding that these memories. both sad and 

joyous, aid in reminding the person as to who he or she was. as .they remind the person 

"of her (sic) present identit~ as a person ~ ith these particular I mks through the past to the 

present world."88 

The third basic approach into the pastoral care of the aging 1s to offer to the 

participant or participants in the group a sense of structure and purpose. and a sharing. b: 

the care giver, of his identity and personhood as well. This is important to the older 

person whose life has lo~'l so much of its previous strl!cture, and for whom. too often. 

people do not share their self-identity. Others do not see the se lf-identity of the older 

person as being vital or worthy of affirmatjon by the revelation of identity by the 

caregiver. My sharing of my own Jewish experiences and myself with the parti'1ipants, rn . 
the same way that they will share of themselves and their Jewish experie!lces with me. 

will be my basic approach. If I can, by my self-disclosure. ··remov~ the obstacles that 

block the process of growth ... creating an ideal therapeutic atmosphere in the therapy 

11- Yalom, 96. 
11 Ibid . 
u Lapsley. 25 J. 

. ... 
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group"89
, then my Eloing so will become important I will be a role model to the 

participants. 

The fourth basic approach into this caring is a recognition by the pastoral care 

giver that the aged person has a future and concerns about that future . which must be 

acknowledged and taken seriously . This project will be a validation of each participant' s 

futlfe because it, by virtue of its goals, will say to the group members. "This group is 
~ . 

being formed to help you to feel better about yourselve.s. by having each of you look into 

your pasts to help you with today as well as with tomorrow:· 

The fifth baste approach focuses on spiritual needs and religious resources. 

Lapsley saw this as relating to the intensity and direction of human Ii fe as reflected 

toward other persons, toward self, and toward· a vocation or purpose in living."
0 

The 

project will allow for this basic insight into pastoral care. It will offer self-worth to those 
I 

telling their stories. and give purpcse to the participants. as by their sharing in the group 

process they will help others in the group. 

The sixth and final basic appr{ach to the aging by the pastoral care giver is called 

·'reritualization". Lapsley used this term as understood by Erik Erikson as "a certain kind 

!j of informal and yet prescribed interplay between persons who repeat it at meaningful 

intervals and in recurring contexts."91 This interplay is awakened by the pastoral 

caregiver as he motivates the participants .. in such panems of relationships and helps the 

aging to make the necessary connections.'.91 These connections occur both with their 

peers, their children, and their community fllembers. 

The approach of·'ritualiz.ation" will be used in this project by the riruats created 

from the themes of the reminiscences, and will then be made into part of the !inal group 

19 Yalom, SS. 
90 Lapsley. 4S!). ____ , _ ~ 

9J Ibrcr 
92 Ibid., 2S7-258. 
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experience. These rituals will also allow for the celebration of positive self images by the 

taking of the past event or ideal and bringing it into the present. These rituals will allo"' 

for the resolution of unresolved mourning to rake place. They will connect the 

participant's past. as reflected through the ritual. ''~th the others in the group and ,.vith the 

family members who will be invited to the group ntual experience. These rituals. by the 

shared experi ence. will culminate the group experience of the entire project and wi ll bring 

all the stories into the present. shared. here-and-now moment. They will allow. through 

the patterns of celebration. confessio~ and mourning to find an important attachment to 

Jewish tradition and its symbols. traditions that are also imponant to the self-integrit) of 

the Jewish participants. 

By reflecting on what Lapsley called the basics motifs or approache of the 

pastoral care of the aging. I ,,;II be able to see ho" all the above clinical principles \\ill 

be integral parts of this project. This project will meet these principles and allo\\ fo r 

needs to be met by both the participants as \\ell as b~ me. the pastoral caregiver. With the 

understanding and application of these principles. the alue and the usage of this project 

bv others in this field will b(come significant. 

c 

I 
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CHAPTERfil 

Project Methodology 

Since I already conduct Sabbath and holiday services. and do individual 

counseling at the Islandia Home fo r Adults, I will begin b) contacting the admi nistrauon 

for permission to conduct my project with the residents there . Then I will schedule a 

meeting with the recreation director. who.has been my contact person with the residents. 

After explaining my project to her. I will e licit her help in identifying the approximately 

ten residents who would be most approp!"iate for the project. I plan to choose residents 

from ' both the hotel and the assisted livi ng areas of the faci lit) . Those in the hotel section 

are more independent. and function at a higher level both intellectually and physicall) . 

They aJ so are more socially in\'olved than those residents in the assisted living area . I will 

also try to choose residents with whoin I already have some degree of relationship. 

By helping me in the selection process. the recreation director \\'ill screen out 

those residents who are suffering from dementia. and will include in the group those 

residents who have demonstrated. by their participation in other acti\'i ties in the home. an 

enjoyment of sharing in a group pmcess. 

The projec: wiil consist of: ( I) meeting Vvith each panicipant individually to do· an 

intake questionnaire: (2) holding li ve or six one-hour group sessions: ( 3) conducting a 

finaJ session to reflect on the pre\'ious sessions. and to create a closing ceremony: ( 4) 

holding a concluding ceremony. inviting famil y members. and residents and staff from . 
the adult home; and (5) meeting separately again with each participant and asking each 

one to reflect on the vaJ ue of our reminiscence group. the value of the conc luding / 

ceremon) , and the group· s effect on the qua lit) of his or her Ii fe as a resident in the 

Islandia Home for Adults. I will re-administer the Geriatric Depression Scale to selected 

participants based upon their previous results. I wi ll also ask for a subjective evaluation 

of the group 's participants by the recreation di_rect6r. I wi ll ask her whether she saw any 
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changes, positive or negative .. in those who participated in the group. The recreation 

director will also meet with each participant Lo fill out a project evaluation questionnai re 

(see Appendix 8). It is important that she. rather than L meet with each p~rson lO 

eliminate any influence I might have on their evaluation. 

Prior lo the fi rst session. 1 \.viii meet with each selected participant and intervie\\ 

him or her using a questionnaire (see appendix A) which I developed with the help of m) 

advisor Dr. Alan Steinberg. The purpose of the questionnaire \\'ill be lo give me 

background information on the resident. which will allow me to bener facilitate the 

group. I wi ll ~plain the project and its goals to each participant. give each resident the 

schedule of sessions. and encourage each one to think about which reminiscences he or 

she will want to share with the group. I will mention that props can be brought to the 

session (i.e .• old pictures. Jewish ritual items etc.). if these will be helpful in the 

reminiscing. 

I plan to administer a t-.1ini-Mental Test ru1d Geriatric Depression Scale. The 

former will verify that there is no or only minimal dementia present. If the resident's 

responses fall within the sca le for demen!ia .. I \\i ll need. in an appropriate and sensitive 

manner, to ask that person fJOt to be a participant. The pl,lrpose of the Geriatric 

Depressinr. Scale wi ll be to help me to better know the emotional state of the participant. 

J fa person's responses fall within the depressive range. f wi II listen for more depressive 

themes in his or her reminiscences I wi II also want to re-test that participant after the . 
group is concluded to see if the group helped improve the level of his or her depression; 

Lhis will serve as an evaluation of the group·s effect on the emotional state of Lhe 

participant. 

I also intend to tell each resident that the sessions will be audio taped. and that the 

project will be on file at the Hebrew Union College - Jewish Institute of Reiigion. 

although alf participants' full names will remain anonymous. 
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At the beginnirlg of each session. I will welcome the participants. and re-state the 

project and its goals as well as the theme for that day·s reminiscences.! will begin by 

sharing an inspirational poem or a reading that reflects on the \'alues (If reminiscing. 

community, and the sha.;ng of stories and cultural/religious symbols. Each session wiU 

also· begin with a prayer acknowledging the holiness of the group and the project. 

Each session will have a theme for the group·s rem1niscences. The themes will 

include the following: stories relating to rituals and ritual items: stories about religious 

ceremonies and observances in one·s life and in the life of his or her family: stories about 

Jewish communal and.congregational experiences; stories about family members and 

interactions with fami ly members: and stories about losses in a person· s life. Although 

there will be a theme for each week's session. the theme need not be strict!~ adhered to 

by the participants; the group will remain flexible and open to individual needs. lt might 

aJso be that in the course of a given week· s sessions. other themes fo r presentation will 

(become evident. At the end of each session. I will inform the group of the theme for the 

next week. and certain participants. based on their interview or what was said in a group 

session. wi ll be asked to specificaJly prepare stories for ~haring. The group members will 

be encouraged to bring ri tual items ~d photographs associated v.:ith their stories. 

My role in the group will be one of rabbi. facilitator and counselor. I will take an 

active directi ve approach. as this will be helpful for the group process. This technique 

was recommended in Working with Older Adults Group Process and Techniques where it 
, 

was written, .. The therapist must be active and draw the members out. set realistic goals. 

find the appropriate pace. and anticipate that there will be variable performances by the 

same member.°"9' I will ask questions. when appropriate, to help the participant to tell his 

~3 Irene Burnside, ·'Reminiscence Group Therapy;· in Working with Older Adults. Group 
Process and Techniques. Irene Burnside and Mary Gwynne Schmidt. eds. 
(Massachusetts: JoDes and Bartlett Publishers: 1994 ). 17 ! . 
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or her s tory. The asking of additional questions and sharing of related scories and 

comments by group members wi ll be encouraged. 

The reflection and evaluation on the each day's presentation wi ll be used in my 

own assessment of the session. This will be done along with a review of the audiotapes. 

as wel l as my session notes. I will evaluate the group process. and my interaction with the 

group, insuring that 1 am facil itating the process and not hindering it. l also intend to keep 

a journal of the group sessions for my O\\TI reflection and assessment. 

The closing ceremony will enable the participants to express. through ritual and 

ceremony. their feelings about the group and the group process. h will be an 

acknowledgement of our community and the Di' ine Presence in the group and in irs 

process. The ceremony will offer the residents tht opponunity to share some of their 

stories with the larger community of the home. lt will also gi"e them the opportunjry to 

publicly show appreciation for the presence of loved ones and friends in their lives. The 

participants. with my advice and direction. will create this ceremony 

Assessment of Projecl 

My assessment of the effects of the group will come from my evaluation of each 

· session. as well as from the questionnaire and interview I will con~uct after the group 

ritual experience. Although I will try to make appropriate adjustments after each session. 

I wi ll use aJJ the participants· assessments and reflections, and particularly those offered 

after the last session. as a means of determining the fo llowing: the value o f this speci fic 

type o f reminiscing process: the specific valu1! of having a reminiscing group sharing 

' religious/cultural reminiscences from the group· s mutual traditions: the value of taking 
/ 

the remmiscences and expressing them through rituals and ceremony: and the value of 

comrnunjty in affirming the ~enefits of reminiscing. 

I hope tbat thjs reminiscence group wtll be of benefit to the participants in terms 

o f se lf-esteem and ego integri_ty. I will be curious to see if this group process will have a 
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positive effect on the participants while in the group, will affect group interactions. and 

will change relationships outside of the group. I will want to see if participation in thic;; 

group gives a greater sense of dignity to these older persons as each faces this transitional 

time in his or her li fe. 

l will also use a compari$on of both the initial and the final Geriatric Depression 

Scale results: in order to see if there is any signi ficant change in the status. particularly fo r 

those participants who scored ··very depressed·· on the initial test. 

Finally. I will view the project as a success if the participants enjoy attending the 

sessions. and happil y anticipate the next session. Success of the project ""ill also be 

measured through the participants· evaluation of the sessions. If he or she feels that the 

sharing of the stories was personally meaningful. enabling that person to feel better about 

himself or herself. then I 1Aill find the project a success. I also will \\ant to know if he or 

she finds both the telling of the story and the concluding ceremony as ha,·ing personal 

significance. I will look fo r an expression or description of this significance. I want to 

know if any unresolved issues or feeli ngs found their reconci lement through the 

storytelling . I will listen for any statements that present a feeling that this group process 

made a difference in the participant's dai ly life at the adult home. l will also look for 

positive statements regarding the role that rituals. and particularly Jewish rituals. will 

now play in each participant's life. and if these rituals have taken on a greater meaning 

because of the group and its shared experience. 

" I hope that this project and it1results "ill be of help to professionals and. 

particularly pastoral caregivers. who are involved in caring for the elderly. As it 
I 

demonstrates the importance of sharing reminiscences from a specific religious tradition. 

it w ill be a valuable group experience to be brought into adult and nursing home 

populations. It will enable clergy of a11 religious denominations. who serve such 
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institutions, to enhance the dignity of the aging residents. Its usage of religious ritua'ts. as 

a reflectfon of life experiences, will demonstrate the creative usage of ritualiz.ation . 

Storytelling itself is a healing ritual. As seen by this project. the underlying 

themes of the reminiscences. when expressed through rituals created from the themes of 

the stories, can also become a part of this healing process. This project and its results will 

also give to the c1ergy. caring for the elder!~ , a powerful tool which can enhance the 

connection of the elder!~ \\ ith his religious traditions. e'en as that person is 

institutionalized and often feels an e\er increasing isolation from that tradition and from 

his or her community. This isolation v. ill be overcome because o f the formati on of a 

community which. in the context of Jewish life. will be shaped by mutuaJ sharing of 

tradifions, stories. and expressed care for each individual within the community. because 

that individual becomes an essential part of that community 

I 
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CHAPTER IV: 

Results: interviews and Group Selection 

In the interviews. I oblained appropriate and helpful answers to lhe questionnaire. 

(Appendix A). The inlerviews enabled there to be a baseline of personal information. 

which proved to be useful during the sessions . . Placing a limit of i/2 hour upon each 

interview turned out to be too constraining. Responses to questions such as. 

"Synagogue(s) during growing up years" ... Religious Education··. and "Anecdotal Family 

Jewish History··. evoked lengthy responses from a few of the interviews. As a number of 

residents began telling their stories durin~ the interview. it was necessWJ to ask them to 

wait unti l the group sessions. One resident even brought a Kiddush cup to the interviev. 

to share the story associated \\ith this ritual object. In leading a reminiscing group in the 

future. I would lea\'e more time for each imervie\\ . 

I deselected one participant. Sol B .. because of his core on the Mini-Mental Test. 

His score of 10 indicated se\'ere dementia. A.s I knew of his difficulties in communicating 

with other residents from my monthly \'isits to the home. I decided not io include him in 

the ~roup. I made th;s decision k.eeping in mind the words of Irving Yalom : 

Good group therapy begins with good patient selection. Patients 
improperl y assigned to a therapy group are unlikely to benefit from 
their therapy experience. Furthem1ore. an improperly composed group 
may die stillborn. never having developed into a viable treatment mode 
for any of its members.Q4 

~ 

l decided to select Florence for the group. eJen though she scored I 2 on the Mini-. 
Mental Test. I had obsen1ed Florence in her interactions with other residents and she was 

I 

we!! liked by the others in the home. and had their respect. As she could share her 

thoughts and feelings. with directeQ facilitation. I thought she would be a vaiuable 

participant in the group. She also scored 13 on the Geriatric Depression Scale. which 

... Yalom. 219. 
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indicated mild depression and I was curious to see if the group would have an;-effect 

upon this mood state. 

Lena self-deselected from the group because she did not want to share her 

reminiscences. Florence S. also self-deselected because she had recently had a fight v. ith 

Sara. who had been selected for the group. and therefore. Florence refused to be in the 

same room with Sara. I belic·:e that this was unfonunate because Florence S. would ha\'e 

been good for the group because of her very aniculate way of speaking and sharing her 

thoughts and feelings as evidenced from her other interactions in the home. Recalling 

Yalom·s advice, however. that deselection before the grnup begins forestall s the 

'"discomfort of dropping out of the group .. q\ I decided not to at1empt to urge her into the 

gr.oup after her self-deselection. 

The interaction among group members began by the decision as to where. in the 

building. the sessions \i.ould be held. The more ambulatory residents lived on the East 

Side of the facility. This side had a better room for the meetings. in that it was located in 

a less trafficked area of the facility These residents. however. opted to ha,·e the sessions 

on the West Side because it was physically easier for them to go to this side. than for the 

less ambulatory residents to travel to the East Side. The group made this decision even 

before I arrived at the first session. 

I told the participanlc; we would begin each session with a prayer. l began the first 

session by saying the ··she-'1e-che-ya-m/' prayer. offering in the translation our thanks for 

"' the beginning of this group. 1 then left 1t to the participants to voluntee-r their prayers at 

subsequent sessions. Some of the panicipants either were not comfortable or were not 
I 

able to say any prayers. Others participants offered prayers which. in a simple tone. 

expressed a thankfulness for being in the group or for life itself. Sarah said. --1 thank God 

~· I bid .. 239. 
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for being included in this group and for being here. This makes me so happy.' .. l H the 

third session Elaine offered a prayer for the health of all the participants. Joe offered a 

prayer giving thanks to God for his awakening each morning to enjoy life. Dan offered 

the prayer: "Thank you God for this da) . Please give us strength, courage. faith. health . 

and happiness. Please God be with us on the good days and the bad days. In every wa) 

rm getting better and bener. Amen:· 

It proved to be more difficult than I had thought to motivate the participants to 

express. through their own words of prayer. their feel ings about the group. I felt. 

however. it was important for them to ~xpress their feelings in this way. as it would bear 

wi tness \o the Divine Presence in the group through their words. not mine . I used the 

beginnjng of each session to talk about prayer as an expression of the feelings a person or 

group is experiencing and to teach how a person can express himself or herself through 

prayer. Members of the group did tell me how important these prayers were to them and 

the group·s experience. As Joe said. --it let me know God is here in our group."' 

The Sessions 

The first session began with each participant offering his or her own biography 
. 

The equal participation by all group members telling his or h~r story began with this 

session. The interaction between group members was experienced as each time a story 

would spark a story from someone clse, an emotional reaction (both tears and smiles). or 

a question regarding the story that was being told. 
Iii 

Although r set the theme for tfie sessions· reminiscences. I facilitated the group in 

a way that the theme of the day could be placed aside if a theme arbse spontaneously 
I 

from the group. I saw the need to be as flexible as possible regarding the theme for the 

session· s stories after reviewing both the audiotape and my journal notes, I came to 

understand that the free- flow of interaction among the group participants allowed for the 

sense of cqmmuniry to be established. 
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An example of this occurred in the fourth session. As Joe began to talk abo'ut his 

Jewish life experiences, he spoke about his experiences as a gunnery sergeant in the 

Scottish brigade during World War 11. As he mentioned. just in passing. the anti

Semitism he had experienced while in France. a sharing of anti-Semitic sco:ies by all the 

other group participants was inspired and this theme became che focus of the stories for 

the remainder of that session. It was this unanticipated reminiscence regarding anti

Semitism that sparked the most interesting stories from the group. 

At the end of the first ,session. I set the theme of the next session to be a sharing of 

remembrances wh{ch centered on rituals and ritual items in a person· s individual or 

family Jewish life. I saw evidence of preparation for this session when some of the group 

members brought ritual items with them to the group meeting. During the week. Belle 

had called her children to bring her some of her personal family ritual items. Dan brought 

the Kiddush cup his father had g.iven to him when he was onl y fourteen years old. He told 

us that when his father had given it to him. he had said. "As 1 give this 10 you. 1 ask that 

you follow in my footsteps: · This became the theme of Dan's life, to do good for others 

the same w~y his father had done. Morris talked about his Bar Mitzvah ring. which he 

had been wearing for 75 ~ 1?ars. and Sarah brought a yahrzeir memorial light. 

Others had no ritual items. but prepared for the session in other ways. Morris read 

from hand written notes. Other panicipants shared their well-thought out stories. which 

related to the session· s theme. 
r: 

Sometimes the theme of one se~sion spilled over into another. At the third 

session, Belle continued the theme from the prior one with two special items. She brought 
I 

her older sister•s baby cup. which had been given to Belle in 1909 after her sister died. 

and she also brought h~r parents' 25th anniversary celebration plate. 

The fourth and fifth sessions· theme was devoted to holiday celebrations. Man~ 

emotionally moving reqiiniscences revolving around the Jewish holidays celebrated with 
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family and community were shared. Not all 5tories that were shared portrayed positive 

emotional experiences. As each session was reviewed. notice was taken that the depth of 

feelings expressed was becoming more intense with each passing week. The group 

members became less inhibited in their stories and related feelings. bolh positive and 

negative. with the group. I encouraged sharing these feelings within the group in m) 

comments or questions directed to the person telling the story. as well as those interacting 

with the storyteller. 

At the fifth session. Anna. who had been quiet in compari son to the other group 

members, began describing Jewish holidays in Brooklyn he remembered seeing 

everyone dressed in his or her holiday finest . ··1t was a beautiful sight. .. she stated . Sht! 

then shared with the group that unl ike 1heir fond memories: she hated the holidays. as 

they were filled with .. all kinds of bad stuff· for her and her famil~ . he described the 

many losses she. her father. and her husband had suffered in thei r lives. which had 

prevented her from enjoying these family times. She discussed how this has affected her 

to this very day in regards to her inabiiity to enjoy holidays with her son and his fan1ily. 

She was not happy with her attitude toward the holidays. but. as she stated. she .. simply 

cannot help it. .. She 51Joke about her disappointment in her son marrying a non-Jewish 

woman, and how he and her fami ly constantly made holiday "'demands" upon her. Other 

group members and I offered suggestions to Anna as to how she might bener deal wi th 

the holidays. in order to improve her relationship with her son. which suffered 

particularly at times such as Chanukah and Thanksgiving. There WaS a genuine concern 

by the group for Anna and her distress at the holidays. 

As Anna had also mentioned Passover in her home :is a) oung child. which was 

her last positi ve fami ly holida memory. Belle. Ela~ne. Pearl. Joe. Danny and then 

Florence also shared their reminiscences about Passover celebrations. The fol!owing is 
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my interaction with Florence as she spoke about her Passover memories. and then· about 

her father. 

Rabbi: Florence. you are quiet toqay. 
Florence: I'm at a loss for words. 
R: Oh. Do you remember anything about Seders at home~ 
F: Yes. 
R: Did you enjoy them? 
R: Yes: [think so. 
F: You have a sense that you enjoyed them right? 
R: Yes. At least you told me I haYe a sense. (Laughter) 
R: You had two. three brothers? 
F: Yes. 
R: You had a prett) big family? 
f : Yes .... I came from & very v•onderful family. 
R: Wonderful in what way? 
F: My mother. .. was a wonderful cook and she made the ··chalh.-· every Frida) . 
R: Kneading the dough in the special way? 
F: Yes. 
R: What was your mom·s name·~ 

F: Betsy. 
R: She was the ··sa~al-a-h11sf(,1·· ,, 

F: Oh \·ery much so. 
R: What was her best dish? 
F: They \vere all good . 
.R: She was a nice mother'? 
F: Yes. And she was alwa~s cheerful (Florence's face ljghts up) 
R: Like you. May ix ) ou are always cheerful because you got that Lrait tTom her. 
F: Whate\'er l dirl was good. 
R: In other words. what you did you could do no wrong. 
F: That"s right. 
R: And your dad? 
F: He was from lower Manhanan. He had a business there. He wa¥3 ragman: the~ 
cal led him Mr. Rag Man. 1 wasr\'er)' embarrassed for him. 
R: Why? 
F: Well he was the ragman. It wasn ·t very pleasant form~. 

R: You mean, when people asked you what did your dad do. you were 
embarrassed ! 
F: Yep. . 
R: You wanted him to do some.thing di fferent? 
F: Yes, something more concrete. 
R: Something you would be more proud or? 
F: Yes. · 
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R: That bothered you? 
F: I think so! 
R: Did you ever tell him that? 
F: No! (Said emphatically!) 
R: You just had feelings you kept in side of you! I'm sure thal v.asn ·Leasy for you 
as you were growing up! And how was he as a father? 
F: WonderfuJ 
R: That"s nice! Did he make a decent living? (She shook her head in the negative) 
F: Not reall y. 
R: You_ wish then that you had more money in the famil) to have better things'> 
F: Right 
R: You were kind of poor? 
F. I think so. I was embarrassed and ashamed many times. 
(After a few seconds of silence) 
R: I 'm glad ~ ou could share this with us. f his was very special. 
F: I am too. 
R: Did you ever sa) this before to any one'? 
F: No. Thanks to you I can. You·ve been a big help to me 
R: I helped you to come out of yourself and to express yourself 
F: Yes, and I thank you very much. (I am sitting ne~t to her. and she bends O\er 
and gives me a kiss.) 

Florence then described the other members of her fami ly. focusing on her brother 

Harry. \Vhen she mentioned that her brother Ha.IT) had played the· clarinet. the other 

group members who played instruments shared thei r stories regarding their musical 

abilitie~and experiences. 

Before the beginning of the sixth session. Morris asked to speak. He expressed his 

disappointment wi th the Chanukah parry I had conducted earlier in the week. He 

questioned me as to why I had spent more time singing Chanukab songs than talking 

about the meaning of the holiday. I said to him that I was pleased he could._,sa~ this to me 
,, 

in front of the group. Belle. who has kn0\\11 me longer than Morri1s has. became highl~ . 
incensed at Morris· comments. as she wanted to come to my rJS~l.!e and defend my 

actions. 

We were scheduJed to hold only seven sessions as a group. Therefore. at t.he sixth 

session. I began by giving the participants the opportunity Lo begin summarizing their 
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reminiscences. l went around the table asking each participant to share any particular· 

stories. which they still had not shared \\'1th the group. Some of the participants offered a 

remembrance, which had been previously omitted. \vhile others repeated or expanded 

their prior stories. At Lhe close of this session. Artie said, .. After hearing all olthese 

stories, l feel so unreligious in comparison to eve!") one else here in this room:· 

Immediately, a few of the participants responded by affirming Artie' s Je\\ISh feelings and 

religious commitment. telling him that he was not being fair to himself. 

Thi nJcing everyone was fintshed. l began to wrap up the discussion. I. however. 

was reprimanded by the group for inadvertently leavi ng out two group mc.mbers who had 

not had their final chance to share their reminiscences. I thanked the group · s members for 

speaking up and then r allov. ed Anna and Belle to then share their final stories. 

After the session. I met with Artie to assess his reactions to the session. He 

acknowledged that now "he feels more Jewish than before because of the group:· As he 

reflected. " I used to have such low self-esteem. but now. I realize I can contribute to 

others and their lives. I can appreciate myself more now than before . I am sometJung. I 

can have hope.·· 

The seventh session began with a discussion of the tennina~ion of the group. The · 

partic ipants hegan reflecting on how much the group had meant to them. and they hoped 

that there would be other groups in the future. Each person offered their assessment of the 

group with positive remarks for the process and the group' s positive meaning for them . 

... 
They expressed regret and sadness that thergroup had come to an end. but the) hopeo that 

others would be planned. 

As a conclusion to the group and its process of reminiscing. I asked each per;;on to 

tell the group who was the most influential person in his or her Jewish life. and v.h) the~ 

chose this person. This sharing allowed me to enter into a discussion of our group's 

celebration and ritual of conclusion. Aware of group process. I tried to elicit from the 
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' 
group a celebration and ritual of conclusion which would be meaningful to each' of them. 

The group agreed on the necessity of saying the memorial Kaddish prayer for the people 

in the participants' lives who had been a part of the stories they had shared. I wrote down 

the names of their deceased loved ones so I could read them at the service. 

As the group' s stories. for the most part. focused on the participants· Jewish hves. 

they decided that the ritual of closure should also be a celebration o f their continued 

commitment to Judaism. After I described the Conlim1ation service held in the Reform 

tradition at the holiday of Sharnol. the group decided that they would like to l1ave a 

service of confirmation of their devotion to their Judaism. Each group member wanted to 

be called before the Torah to recite the blessings before and after the Torah reading. I 

planned to read the section containing th~ Ten Commandments from Exodus chapter :!O. 

Each participant would be given the opportunity to say what their Judaism. their Je\'. ish 

life. and this reminiscing group meant to him or her before I bestowed a blessing and 

issued a certificate marking the occasion. 

As the discussion of the ritual of conclusion continued, some of the group 

members.stated that they had never been Bar or Bat Mitzvah. The) expressed the hope . 
that this concluding cen:mony could also be the opportunity 1when they could fulfill thi s 

life-long dream. After I agreed to meet their request. the faces of those to be Bar/Bat 

Mitzvah were shining with joy. Anna said that her father would be truly proud of her for 

doing this. As she stated ... After the death of my two sisters. he. who was such a religious 
,_;. 

man. threw away his Tefillin and ne~er set foot into a synagogue again . I belie\'e that b) 

what I am doing. he would come back:· 
I 

This di scussion regarding the concluding service. led to a discussion of the 

frustration these re~idents were having with the abridged pra) er book the) were using for 

Friday Sabbath services. They wanted a ~r\'ice that was more meaningful to them. So it 

was decided that the. group would continue as a ritual committee fo r the home to do 

48 



something to improve that prayer book. Therefore. this new committee. with mJ help. 

will try to create a new prayer book and service. with more insightful prayers for their 

special needs as older persons. 

As this last session drew to its conclusion. I asked that all of the participants hold 

each other's hands. All of us shared in a blessing of thanksgiving 10 God fo r the group 

and for all thaf it has meant for their lives. 

Concluding Ceremony 

The service of celebration and remembrance was a very moving experience for 

everyone. Many farr.il~ members were present 10 \·vimess thi s 5pccial e \ent in the lives of 

their parents. in-laws. and grandparents. All group panicipants cc1nfirmed the ir 

commitment to their Jewish heritage. as ea<.h one came before the Torah and recited the 

appropriate bless ings. Those group members who had not been Bar or Bat MitzYah 

recei ved a certificate marking this significant moment of accomplishment in his or her 

life. 

Those participants who wanted to speak '"ere given the o pportunity to address the 

gathering. Anna repeated her words. spoken in the group's session, describing the pride 

her father would have had in her Bat Mitzvah. Pearl expressed •grieat joy over this special 

moment in her life . Danny. whose femaJe friend in the home boug ht him a "Bar Mitzvah'' 

Tallit for this occasion. expressed hjs satisfaction in knowing than he finall y can say that 

he is a Bar Mitzvah. Belle offered the following words . 

. 
I was asked by Rabbi Moss to say a fe"' wo rds regarding ·What 1s 

a good Jew! ' In my heart believing in God is foremost. Having some 
religion is also important and how one prays apd p ractices the laws of 
religion are. of course. personal and up to the indh•idual. Leaming and 
education help one to decide. 
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Goodness. kindness. honesty. consideration and respect •for one 
another a lso are the answers to this question and certain!) being ab'le to 
give charity when needed makes one a ·good· Jew. 

As a 'good· Jew welcoming the Sabbath and remembering all the 
Holy Days, joining in the services at the Temple are al I a pan of being the 
·good· Jew. 

After I mentioned the names of all the participants· loved ones that had passed 

away. we then_ recited the memonal Kaddish prayer. The service of celebration and 

remembrance concluded with all the participams and their family members holding hands 

as the cantor sang a prayer for God's blessings as "e left this ceremon). A collat ion 

hosted by the home was provided. 

Follow-up to Group Sessions 

As a follow-up to the group. and in assessing each individuars experience in the 

group. I asked the recreation director to meet with each participant and to fill out an 

evaluation questionnaire !Appendix 8). which I then analyzed. I also re-administered the 

Geriatric Depression Scale T~st to Arthur and Florence. and I intervie\\ed the recreation 

director for her observations and assessment of the group and its effect upon the 

residents. 

·Florence had scored 13 ou1of15 on the first test. which had indicated severe • 

depression. She had felt her life was hopeless, helpless. and·empt) . Her answers to the 

questions had been stated in a most emphatic tone of voice. When. however. the test w<l! 

administered after the group's last session, although Florence's score remained the same. 

she wavered in her answers saying ... Maybe yes. maybe no. I'm not sure·· .. to six of the 
~ 

questions ("Are you afraid something bad is going to happen to yo~?·· ··Do you feel 

happy most of the timeT " Do you feel helplessT .. Do you think it's wonderful to be 

alive nowT .. Do you feel pretty worthless the way . ou are now?" and " Do you feel your 

situation is hopeless?···). 
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Although Artie had not tested on the depressive side on either the first or' second 

test, I re-tested him because he was on medication fo r depression. As with all such tests. 

how the respondent responds to the questions is as important as the answers themselves. 

On his re-test, Artie was much more verbal and animated. To question number J 4 . .. Do 

you feel that your situation is hopeless?" he responded ... Not any more. because of th1-; 

group. It has shown me that r have a beautiful Jewish heritage and can be proud of iL 

am also able to share it with others. I never knew I could do this:· 

Participant Evaluations 

I then reviewed the group's responses to the questionnaire (Appendix 8) To 

questions one through four (I :·'How did you feel about our Reminiscence Group? .. : 

1 : .. How did you feel when you told your stories?": 3: .. Hov. did you find telling your 

stories personally helpful. not helpful , no commemT: 4: .. How did you feel when hearing. 

the stories of the other participants?"). all but one person responded in the positi e. This 

person responded to questions I and 3. "half and hair·. and to question 4. ··no comment'·. 

All respondents said that they would want to panicipate in any group held in the future. 

Whereas four respondents said that the group had no affect on the way he or she 

saw herself or himself. responding to question 5. ("'Did this group affect the way you see' 

yourself?") others said: .. Yes. but I can·t explain:· .. I learned that we·re all in the same 

boat suffering in the same way. r m happy when people meet me half way: · .. Yes. very 

good:· "Yes, it brought up the past:· .. Yes. it brought back memories. The group made 

me feel good about myself.·· 

Whereas three respondents had no response to question six ( .. Vid this group atlect 

the way you interact with other residents in the group and tn lsfundiaT). others 

responded, '' It brought me closer to other member of the group:· .. Yes. because it brought 

up reactions to personal situations in the.past and let us learn from each other·· .. Half and 

half." .. Yes, very good:· '' ln a way. it got us to know people:· .. It \eritied things I felt 
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about people, people I like. I enjoy speaking lo.·· "'Group w~ pleasant. I don ·1 interact 

with most people here.·· 

Four residents had no response to question 7 CHas this group made a difference 

in your life in Islandia?"). Other responses were: .. Yes. interested in hov. others think and 

feel." "Yes, I learned to see that some people talk and don't mean what they say.·· .. I have 

people to talk with now:· 'Yes. J enjoy being with people. The Rabbi is the greatest:· 

·Tm more content. Feel safe wi.th people J speak lo. Rabbi Moss made me feel content 

with being Jewish ... "Somewhat. can·t explain.'· 

Three residents did not respond to question 8 ( .. Did you do things differently or 

deal with other people differently because of the group?'·). Other responses were: ··1 

found the group ,·ery inleresting:· ·'The fee ling of self-determination:· 'Thoughts were 

filled with stories I heard. No. I feel same about the people. I made no social contacts:· .. , 

waited to see what happens at the next meeting. ·o. r did not do things difTerentl) :· ··1 

felt a !inle differently:· ··rm a little more understanding of the other people:· ··Yes. it \\as 

a very nice fulfilling week. No. I didn·t do things differently or deal with other people 

di ffe rently:· 

Most panicipants did not r€::spond to question 9 ( .. Are there any suggestions you 

have for the group and the group leader so that it would be more helpful and enjoyahle 

for all the participantsT). Those who did. said. ···-rm at a loss fo r words.'· ''To allow the 

other members to hrcak in and question the person talking about what they were saying:· 
... 

"The Rabbi did a wonderful job. A man you caf\ talk to:· ''It· s a good thing mai nl y 

because of the Rabbi. It should continue_·· "We should continue because it \\:ould 
I 

continue to help. I guess you have something to look forward to:· 

ln response to question 10 (If this group continued. would you \.\ant to 

panicipate?). all respondents answered in the affirmative. 
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Evaluation bv Recre~tion Director 

The following is the Recreation Director's assessment of the program and its 

impact on the participants. 

During Rabbi Moss· group at the Islandia I observed a great 
change in the resident's personalities. The members of lhe group were 
extremely enthusiastic each week and looked forv.1ard to meeting ever) 
Monday morning with the Rabbi . This group ga e our residents time to 
share with others and d~velop bener relationships with each other feel that 
having this group enabled the residents to reflect back on their past and 
reminisce about different experiences they"ve had over the years. 

In my own opinion. remembering and talking to the elderly about 
their past is very therapeutic for everyone invol\'ed. If this group were to 
continue. all of our residents would be more than happy to participate and 
I'm sure new residents would love to be invoh ed in such an experience. 

/ 
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CHAPTER V 

Evaluation and Discussion 

The religious and clinical principles described in chapter two guided this project 

in meeting its goaJs. Through the formation of a reminiscing group. these principles 

enabled the participants to develop and sustain a connectedness in four ways. These four 

ways are: ( l ) within the self (intrapcrsonal ). (2) with other persons (interpersonal ). (3) 

with the greater community (extra personal). and ( 4 ) with God ( tran~ersonal ). The need 

for this connectedness. in these four ways. is important for the older person. and 

particularly for one who is institutionalized in an adult or nursing care facil ity. The 

residents in these facilities so often experience a dis-connectedness from life experiences. 

as he or she feels dehumanized. alone. and' ith pain. deb1litat1on. and disease. In these 

settings: 

Losses of mobility. sensory acuity. or mental capacity threaten the continuity of 
the self by producing the feeling lhat the identity formed through a life-time of di erse 
experiences has been nullified . A lack of contacts with family and friends erodes the 
sense of ha\-t/lg meaningful social connections. Being confined indoors with few 
opportunities to see the 'outside world' and being separated from most or all of the 
possessions that once meaningfully supported a sense of seltl1ood distort the sense of 
connectedness to the world. Few opportunities may exist for worship. and private 
devotions may be curtailed due to sensory impairments and reduced stamina.1111 

As stated above. the group formed for this project er;abled its participants. who as 

older persons. are at Erik Erickson's "Eighth Stage of Lire··. to reconnect with self 
/ 

( intrapersonal ) by developing and sustaining a sense of self-worth~ identity. and dignity. 

"" Susan H. McFadden and Maryellen Hanusa. "Nourishing the Spirit in Long Term Care: 
Perspectives of Residents and Nursing Assistants on Sources of Meaning in Residents· 
Lives," Journal of Religious Geronrology vol. 10. no. 4 ( 1998): I 0. 1 l . 
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'fhis group also enabled its participants to establish and sustain a "true" community. as 

defined by Martin Buber. by reconnecting with other persons in the group (intrapersonal ). 

with the greater Jewish community (exrrapersonal). and with God (transpersonal). This 

reminiscing group successfully met its goals. as evidenced by an anaJysis o f the project 

and the assessments used to gauge its succ~ss. 

The first connection. the interpersonal. was seen in many aspects of the 

group's experiences. The reminiscences themselves served to fulfill this func tion of 

reconnecting the individual with one·s self. by reawakening. through the process of 

recalling and then sharing. the stories from the person· s past. Each participant" s self is a 

product of all the internalized persons from the past. father, mother. grandparents. 

siblings. spouse, chi ldren. significant others. as \veil as the self as experienced in earlier 

stages of life. are all part of the person oftoda~. When these people. from earlier stages of 

the person· s life. were re-called. through the process of reminiscing. each participant 

experienced the syntonic traiL in, Erikson· s terms. of the last stage ... integrity .. q·, which 

enabled a se~se of wholeness and balanced to be achieved. The coherence and w~oleness 

of this stage was reached when the past was reintegrated into the present. There was an 

integration of their loveci ones. and their positive traits and qualities. into the partjcipan(s 

self in the present. This enabled these seniors to feel better about their futures, because of 

the feeling of wholeness that was achieved by the reminiscing process. 
/ 

This connecuon with oneself through the remembrance Qf people from a person· s 

past was heard most poignantly in the last Session. when each participant v.as asked to 

~· Erik H. Erikson. The Life Cycle Completed (New York : W.W. Norton. 1982). 64 
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teJ I about the most significant person in his or her Jewish life. Elaine mentioned her 

grandfather, who had given her a strong identity as a Jewish woman. as he showed 

appreciatio11 fo r her as a Jewish girl. Belle spoke of her father who had been a role mo<lel 

in her Jewish life. because he had shared v.ith her and had transferred to her hi s 

expectations about Jewish values. Anna mentioned her father. who had given to her his 

love of Jewish life. especially its rituals and traditions. For Danny. it was his mother who 

had given to him his artistic ability. as well as his strong Jewish identity. He also 

mentioned the significance of a Rabbi in the Bronx who would sit by hi s open v. indO\\ 

and wave to Danny. As a young man. Danny saw this waving as a way of showing him 

the care of the Jewish communn) for him as a person. despite the fact that his family was 

not associated with a congregation and he \\'as not Bar Mitz\'ah. Pearl mentioned her 

family's Rabbi who had demonstrated concern for her family during its difficult 

moments. Morris spoke of his parents who had provided him with a Jev. ish education. 

Artie mentioned the impact his father and his Jewish environment had upon his life. 

Sarah told of lhe importance of her parents who had offered her a role model for 

invo lvement i11 the activities of the synagogue and the Jewish comm unit) . 

As these signi ficant persons were recalled through the stories that were snared. the 

narrators realized that their loved ones had contributed in making these participants who 

they had become. By speaking of them. there was a re-integration. and therefore re-
/ 

connection of these persons from the past into the present, re-connecting the storyteller 

with his or her self. 
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I • 

The process af achieving intrapersonal connectedness was seen in Artie who. 

because of the group, was able tO feel more hopeful concerning his future. As he told me 

during a verbal evaluation of the group. he now saw that his life in the home might be a 

stage to learn about himself. enabling him to move back into community with famil y and 

friends. Even if it was not, however. he said. ··ram a bener person now. and feel better 

about myself." Most of Artie's stories related to his adolescent years and his very warm 

and positive relationship with his father. He spoke about hi s 0~11. as well as his farnily·s. 

commitment to Judaism and a religiously observant way of life. He shared remembrances 

related to how he stood up against anti-Semitism during his teenage and college years. He 

admitted that he had moved away from his Jewish feelings and experiences as the years 

had gone by. He could see that by recalling them now. through his stories about the 

significant people and experiences in his life, that he was reawakening these positive 

Jewish feel ings in himself. By once again having favorable feelings toward Judaism. he 

now felt whole. This reminiscmg process has ena_bled him to face his future with a more 

positive integrated sense of self. as he has now reconnected with his Jewish past. 

The group's positive effect upon a person·s self-wortb was seen in the anticipation 

by each group member of the forthcoming session. The members. as seen in their 

evah.µition responses. enjoyed coming to the sessions and felt good during and after each 

session. The group' s significant contribution to the self-worth and dignity of the 

individual participants was seen in the number of positive comments written in the 

evaluations, heard in the verbal evaluations from group members, and expressed by the 

unanimous desjre by the participants for the continuation of the group. 

5.7 
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I was able to observe the positive effect on the participants' self-worth.~ I · 

watched the residents interact with each other and with other residents in the home. 

outside of the group·s sessions. They appeared to be more confident about themselves. 

and they constantly expressed a positive feeling of pride. The recreation director· s 

comments in he_r evaluation bore witness 10 the beneficial effect of the group upon the 

daily lives of the group' s members. 

Quite often. the group was assembled even before I entered the building. There 

were very few absences. and many of the members re-arranged their doctor· s 

appointments and other activities to attend the sessions. Each person was an acti,·c 

participant in the group ·s presentations. There was a positive investment of self in the 

telling of the stories. evidenced in the emotions. both tears and smiles. that accompanied 

the stories. and in the desire of each participant to share and to not be left out of the 

group·s process. There was a sense of personal pride in self and in one·s famil)' membt:rs 

as their stories were told . 

The two sessions when participants brought ritual objects and family pictures 

were especially inspiring. These objects were a concrete demonstration of the reality of 

the memories and of the fee:ings evoked through them and by them. TI1e participants · 

identities as Jews. and as persons. were -integral ly related to these objects. as well as to 

the stories they shared with the group. I 

The second way of connectedness, the interpersonal. was establ ished because. as 

the group developed. it established a Buberian sense of"true·· comn1unity. TI1e 

developmen~ of this coqtmunity began with the interview process itself. l did not realize 
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at the time that, as I met with each person. I had already contributed to his or her se~se of 

self-worth and sacredness as a person. As they received this anention from me. I wa~ 

saying to each of them that you are a significant part of the whole. 

The group was unique because the participants came from the t\-VO different sides 

of the facility. One side. which is considered to ha· e residents of a .. higher" ph~ sical and 

intellectual function. rarely interacts with residents from the other. or lower. functioning 

side. In this group. however. both sides had equal representation. Each side also has its 

own cliques. For this group. however. cliques disappeared once residents. v.iho nom1ally 

did not interact with each other on a daily basis. were now brough1 together. Therefore. 

the participants transcended a number of the categories which. in an institutionalized 

sening. tend to separate people. In this group of a -true" communit). the side of 1he 

building. the level of function. and the clique to v;hich one belonged were set aside. as 

each partic1pam and his or her stories played an equally 1mponant part in the group. 

The s('.nse of community showed itself by the decision. made b_ the more 

ambulatory group of residents. to go to the '"other .. side for our. sessions. Even though 

their meeting room was larger and more comfortable. they chose to relocate because or 

the difficulty transportation would impose on the others. Even at this early stage. there 

'" was evidence of a concern by the group ft) r the ind1 iduals in the group. They were soon 

to become a community. 
I 

The feeling of connection to community was expressed in many ways. On 

occasion. if a participanf was being left out of a discussion. others reminded me to 

include that person. There was a concern when someone was not in anendance or v.as late 
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in showing up. There was an affirmation of feelings. both positive and negative: by. the 

group's members. as stories were shared with the group. When a positi e feeling was 

expressed through a remembrance. the other group members affirmed this by positive 

expressions of their own or by sharing stories reflecting those feelings. When a negati\'e 

feeling was expressed. such as the session when Artie questioned his Jewish 

commitment. the group affirmed the positive aspect of his Jewish life. in order to affinn 

his self-worth as a Jew. 

There was a real sense of communit) in that the group understood and requ ired 

the panicipation of every indi\'1dual for that community to be sustained. Everything said 

and done by the group was inclusi,·e of all its members. It was for this reason that the 

group members hoped that the group could continue. They felt, unlike in the oth~r 

activities of the home. that here. in this group there was community in which each one. as 

an indi vidual, was important and needed. The sacredness of the indi\'idual was integrated 

into the sacr~dness of the community through a true sense of connectedness '"'ith the 

whole communi ty . 

The formation of community was a process that grew, as the group became a safe 

place where participants could feel free to express thcmseh e~ without fear of judgement 

or condemnation. The whole community•acceptcd each person· s feelings. both posnive 

. 
and negative, because ultimately each person saw himself or herself in the others. As each 

I 

participant's story was potentially the story cf the others in the group. there was a true 

sense of empathic sharing as the dialogue of the group progressed. W_ithin thi s 

reminiscing group, Morris' criticism of me at the Chanukah party was remarkable because 
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it showed a sense of comfort and confidence in both the group, as well as in me. He 

trusted that he could state his feelings without fear of ostracism or recrimination. 

The session when Anna and Florence shared their critical feelings about their 

family members demonstrated a confidence in the safety of this community \Vi th which. 

as a haven, they could share their innermost thoughts and feelings. Thi s session seemed 

to me to be a true breakthrough for the group because. in all my previous group work. I 

had never heard seniors express critical comments about family members. As they 

remember loved ones fi:om the past, seniors. more often than not. en11ance the image of 

those loved ones. which therefore enhances their own self-image. 

At this session, Anna spoke criticall y about her husband's family and thei r 

treatment of her husband and of her son, and as well as her son· s impatience wi th her own 

difficulty in celebrating the holidays. Florence spoke critically of her father and his r 

occupation. Her ability to recall her fee lings of embarrassment toward her father. and to 

express these feelings, were extraordinary fo r a senio: in any group. no less for someone 

. 
who has been diagnosed as having Aizheimer·s. In my assessment of this session. I 

attributed these comments by Anna and Florence as coming from their sense of assurance 

that thi s community was accepting of them as persons in community. They trusted that no 

harm would come to them. as they opened their inner selves to the group. 

The third way of connectedness, the extrapersonal, reconnected the group· s 

members with the greater community. and in this case. the Jewish community. This was 

reflected in the stones thev told, thai were filled with images of fam.ily ho liday and lite . . 

cycle celebrations. ~d experiences with the Jewish co~unity of their grO\ving up and 
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early adult years. When these stories were shared with the group. and as ritual items and 

photographs were shown and described. the greater Jev.rish community from the past and 

presen t was brought into the group experience. A connection was formed with Jewish 

heritage and tradition. Just the process of remembering. which as stated above is a 

process integral to the Jewish experience. ~onnected these group members to the greater 

Jewish community. 

This connection was continued and strengthened during the concluding ceremony 

of celebration and remembrance. The ritual s from the Temple service. the presence of the 

Torah. the reading from the scroll. the wearmg ofTall it. the recitation of blessings. along 

with the anendance of famil y members and members of my. synagogue. all affirmed the 

connection of thi s communit, with the Jewish community-at-large. This connection v.as 

affirmed by the blessing I recited for each participant. which thanked God for the 

person· s continued commitment to the Jewish heritage that had been given to each one b~ 

the prio~ geRerations. It \.\'as also strengthened by the recitation of the Kaddish prayer. 

' connecting the participants with those from their pasts who had transmined this great<!r 

Jewish heritage to each of them. 

I was particularly pleased when tJ1e group said that they we1e interested iP 

r· 
continuing. as a committee. to write a pl'ayer book to use at Sabbath services in the home . 

. 
There was an expression of real interest in this project. which will call upon the group's 

/ 

members to write their own prayers and study texts to be included in thjs book. While I 

understood that the desire to have this committee was an expression.of resistance to 

terminating ~>Ur reminiscing group. it was also an expression of a continued need to 
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connect with the larger JevJish community. This prayer book project will fulfill this .need. 

as it will enable this group to connect with all the Jews who reside in the home. 

The fourth way of connectedness was experienced by a reconnection '-' ith God 

(transpersonaJ ). This was brought into each session with the opening pra~ ers that were 

offered by individual group members. as well as b:. me. This connection was 

acknowledged in Belle· s talk to the group during the concluding ser ice. A '·belier· in 

God was the first requirement Belle gave for being a .. good .. Jew. When I spoke to her 

about this she said, "A belief in God has been the basis of my life as a Je\\. but J also felt 

this in our group and I \\.anted to tell them so:· 

Another goal of the concluding service was 10 affirm this connection with God. 

and to acknowledge God·s Presence. not onl) in the life of the group. bu1 also tn the life 

of each individual. Following his or her Torah blessings. I placed my hands upon each 

participant s bowed head for the blessing b_ which they, as I was later told. teh a true 

sense C1f this spiritual connection. I also felt that this was a sacred moment when the 

presence of God w;i£ nfTirmed both for the participant and for me. 

Through this connectron between each of us as individuals. we experienced a 

sacredness of the moment. as we stood in God·s Presence. For the se:-vice·s conclusion. I 

" asked all group members and their famililZs to hold hands in a circle. This\.\ as a final 

. 
connection to the center of this community. that is, to God. The participants were drawn 

I 

together into a unity. seeking blessings for our community. not only for the present 

moment of this service. but also for the future of the group within the home. 
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After assessing the group's sessions, and the written and verbal evaluations by the ' 

group's members and the recreation direction. I believe that the needs. reflected in the 

four ways that connections were made (1) within self. (2) with others. (3) with the greater 

community. and (4) with God. were met. 

In further reflection on this project. and on all the outcomes of t..he group process. 

l was most pleased by the level of community that was fom1ed . There was a true sense of 

inclusion in which •'the pans are equally embraced and cherished. linked tn a 

commonal ity and a shared space that relieves each of the burden of being a fragment:· gs; 

This allowed relationships to be formed which went far beyond the group's meetings. It 

allowed a level of trust to be developed which enabled participants to share their feelings 

without concern for the reaction of others. Each person knew that each of the other 

participants was there to affirm the others. The lives of the group's participants were 

affected in a positive way. ' hich gave these seniors the self-worth. respect, and abilit} to 

face whatever they .ma)' need co face in the months and years that lie aliead. It was a 

privi lege for me to form and f'ac1litate this community. This was an inspiring experience 

for all of its participants. as well as for me. 

I learned from this project about the value of reminiscing for the individual. as 

well as how reminiscing facilitates a group into fonning a community. I have read. in the 

clinical literature of the formatjoo of reminiscing groups in nursing and adult homes. as . / 

well as in senior citizen programs. These groups have a powerful effect upon the tives of 

their participants. l believe. howe~er, that the com~un.ity created out of my reminiscing 

~• Ken Wilber. A Brief Hfarory of £'11ery1hing (Boston: Shambhala, 1996), 30. 
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group. whfoh had a specific cultural/religious group as its focus rather than just general 

reminiscing, was even more effective. The shared images and symbols, expressed through 

the reminiscences whose themes were significant ritual items. fan1ily and mdividuaJ 

holiday and life-cycle experiences. and cultural/reJigious life experiences. brought the 

gmup members together into a .. true .. community, due to the commonality of these 

images and symbols from the Jewish tradition. TI1ese reminiscences transcended all the 

categories. which might separate the group members from each other. and created a 

communal bond. The value of th ts kind of remini scing is signi ft cant for me. and for other 

professionals working with groups of older persons. as we strive to create a greater sense 

of community and meaning for this population we \.\'lSh to help. The value of such 

reminiscing groups 1s also that. as it contributes to the self-worth of the participant. it 

contributes to the positive atmosphere of the entire facility. When individuals in an 

institutionalized setting can feel better about themselves. the entire facility benefits. 

I leam_ed from thi s project that the relationship between the facilitator-leader and 

the group's members. and between the group members themselves, begins to be formed 

during the earliest s tages of a group . These relationships start to be formed during the 

interview process. the selection/deselection process. as well as in the pre-group decisions 

r· 
such as where and when to hold the group. Tilis experience wi ll help me in understanding 

how to more effectively form reminiscing groups in the future. 
I 

l aJso learned that I, as facilitator-leader. particularly in a group o f older persons. 

need to take a direct and active approach to assist in the reminiscing process and in the 

dialogue among group members. l need to draw group members out. set realistic goals. 
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. 
and ascertain and set the appropriate pace for each session. I also need. howe,·er. tQ allow 

the group to take its own direction, and to give it enough space to form its own agenda. In 

this group, 1 discovered that community was formed because I enabled the group to make 

its own decisions regarding such things as group process. the location of the meetings. the 

concluding service, and the themes to be discussed at each session. By stepping back 

from a directive and active role. I created a space. which aJlo\ved for the ,·ital sociaJ 

interaction among the group members to take place and to deve lop. 

I al so now recogni ze the strong influence of the religious and clinical principles 

on a project such as this one. Thjs recognition arises from a comparison of this group 

with another reminiscing group that I had formed a year ago. In that group. the religious 

principle was the individual 's return to his or her Jewish traditions. a celebration o f his or 

her Jewish life. and/or a resolution of his or her confl icts with loved ones. as shared with 

the group through the remini scences. Each session was given to only one or two 

individuals to ~ell the ir stories. The religious principle of a return to one's Jewish heritage 

was a singular journey that happened to occur in a group setting .. A:t the conclusion of the 

group's se!lsions. there was a service at which each individuaJ enacted a ceremony or 

ritual. which reflected the major theme of hi s or her reminiscences. Because the focus had 

been more on the individual within the grNlp. rather than on the group as a co!hmunil~ . 

the concluding ceremony was a ceremony of indi iduaJs who happened' to be members of 
/ 

the same reminiscing group. 

ln last year·s remrniscing group. the process and the concluding rituals and 

ceremonies had a very powerful effect upon the group's participants as individuals In this 
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year's group, however. something different happened. The Divine Presence was 

experienced in the community because this was the focus of the religious principle that 

had shaped the formation of the group and its process. As these different methodologies 

affected the group process from its beginning to conclusion. I learned the effect religious 

principles have upon methodology~ which in tum affects group outcome. 

Finally . I began this project with ari awareness of the presence of counter-

transference in the group process. I understood that as these group members reminded me 

of my own parents or grandparents. l had to be aware of how I was reacting to them. I 

needed to check myself to be sure that I was not doing or saying certain things in the 

group in such a way that was a reaction not to the moment, but rather to the internal 

objects these people represented in me. I al so realized that for many of them. I 

represented their own child or grandchild. These insights aided me in hearing what the 

participants really meant to say. I understood that, as they interacted with me. it was not 

really to me but rather to the person I represented to each of them. This was in both 

positive and negative ways. This awareness of countertransf~rehce enabled me to be a 

more effective group facil itator-leader. An awareness of these personal feelings also 

helped me in facilitating the group, and in understanding my interactive role within the 

group. 

I was surprised that as the sessions continued, I found myself feeling more and 
I 

more like a member of the community itself. I looked forward to each session and 

enjoyed being in the session. not only because of the project and m~ interest in this work . 

but also because I enjoyed the community which had been formed and of which I was 
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now a part. I knew I would continue to see these residents at religious services eaeh 

month, but that would not be the same as being with the group. now a community. which 

had been formed . ·rnerefore. when the group decided Lo continue as a ritual commmee. I 

was very pleased. Ljust as the other group members. did not wan1t to see the tem1ination 

of community we had established. 

I am also sure that I experienced a cenain amount of projection vis a' is the group 

members. I know that some day I too wi ll be facing the aging pro1:ess. I reaJized in 

developing this group. which met so many very tiasic needs in each of th~m as an aging 

person and by helping fonn this "true .. communit). in which the sacredness o f each 

individual participant was cherished. that I was fulfilling my 9wn unconscious wish that 

someone will someday do the same for me 

I also understand that l identi tied with some of the group members more 

so than others. As the group process moved along. I tried to be aware of the internal 

psychological processes of identification. displacement. projection. transference and 

countertransference, in order that I could minimize the effect both positi vely. as well as 

negatively, the~e associations would have on my interaction with group members. In 

reflection. I see that Elaine reminded me so very much of my own paternal grandmother. 

"' ! was drawn to Artie. Dan. and Joe. as 1 a'Omired the strength of attitude they brought to 

the struggles and challenges in their lives. I saw Belle as the fulfillment of my own 
I 

fantasies of being the senior citizen with a bright mind. an ability to ex press oneself 

verbally and in written fonn. and with th~ supponive structure of family and friends. l 

also tried to remain aware when negative feelings arose in me. to better understand what 
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personalities and statements awakened these reactions. The group was an experi~nce from 

which I learned much about myself. as well as about others. 

I look forward to forming other Jewish reminiscing groups in t11is facility and m 

others. It enabled me. as a clergyperson. to establish community for these people in a 

most meaningful and effective ~·a~ . This t_ pe vf focused reminiscing group has 

application for clerg) . of any religious denomination. who serve people in 

institutionalized settings. I can also set using focused cultural/religious reminiscing 

groups as a way of forming community in other health care settings. 'such as hospice. as 

well as in havumh fel)o\\sh1p groups\\ ithm a S) nagogue. 

This project "as special for me because I have gained man~ important insights for 

myself, personaJJy and professionally. from the group and its members. I believe that it 

was also special for the group's participants as thi s group reached a level of"true .. 

community. in the way envisioned by Martin Buber. It gave self-worth and integrity to 

the g~oup members in a ''ay I could not have thought possible. 

At the conclusion of thi s project and paper. the following \\lords or Robert 

Butler hold special meaning to me. As he wrote: 

Because of the garrulity, repetitiveness. and reminiscence of the aged. it is not 
always eas} for investigators or therapists to li sten: but for those ~vho ' ill listen 
there are rewards .... Recognition of the occurrence of such a vital process as the 
life review may help one to listen. to tolerate and under~d the aged. and not to 
treat reminiscence as devitalized and insignificant.9CI 

I 

I have received many rewards from this group and this project. By listening to 

these older people, I learned how significant the past is in every human being. as l heard 

how each person carries the past witn him or her throughout his or her life . I came to 

°' Butler. 72. 
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appreciate that the power of reminiscing is that it allows a perso111' s past to become a 

recognized and vital part of the present moment. When these stories are shared with 

others, they become the tjes that bind individuaJs together into a •community. "hich 

achieves a levei of sacredness. This is why "remembering'· is so powerful in the Jewish 

community and why it is so vital in the human experience. 

I 
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Appendix A 

Doctor of Ministry Demonstration Project 
Hebrew Union College - Jewish Institute of Religion 

Post-Graduate Cf(nter for Mental Health 

Group Participants' Questionnaire 

Date of Birth: I I 

Place nf Birth: ------

Marital Status: 

Spouse·s Name: _ ____ _ 

Spouse·s religious affiliation if not Jewish:--------

Religious Oen om ination: ~0~(_.J._---'C""-_.(__._} _,R""-_.__.__0-=---th~e~r .._( ___ _ 

I 

Synagogue (s) during growing up years: ----------------
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Marital Years: 

Anecdotal Family Jewish History:----------------·----

Psychiatric Status: MMSE ___ _ GOS: ----

I 
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Appendix B 

Rabbi Steven Moss 
"A Jewish Reminiscing Group" 

Evaluation Questionnaire 

I) How did you feel about our Reminiscence Group') 
Did you find it enjoyable - --

not enjoyable _ _ 
no comment 

2) Ho~ did you feel when you told your stories? 
enjoyable _ _ 
not enjoyable _ _ 
no comment 

~) Did you find telling) our stories personal I) 
helpful __ 
not helpful __ 
no comment 

4) How did you feel when heari ng the stories of the other participants'> 
enjoyable __ 
not enjoyable _ _ 
no comment 

,, 
5) Did this group affect the way you see yoursel f'? (Please explain) 
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6) Did this group affect the way you interact with other residents in the group and in 
Islandia? (Please explain) 

7) Has this group made a difference in your life in Islandia? If so. hov.? 

8) Did you do things differently. or deal with other people differently because ol the 
group? If so, how? 

9) Are there any suggestions you have for the group and the group leader so that it would 
be more helpful and enjoyable for all the participants? 

I 0) If this group continued, would you want to participate? 
yes 
no 
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