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Introduction

Hard Pressed 
on Every Side

The term “sandwich generation” is used to 
describe middle-aged adults (primarily 45- to 
54-year-olds) who have elderly parents and 
dependent children. Based on this, I’m living a 
triple-decker, double-stuffed life. With a toddler 
grandson, a middle-schooler and three college-
age adults living under one roof with us, plus my 
seventy-something mother in a nursing home 15 
miles away, and my in-laws across the street, my 
husband and I are firmly pressed in on all sides.

By Marian V. Liautaud
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According to an AARP report, we’re not alone. Forty-
four percent of people our age have at least one living 
parent and one child under age 21. Approximately 
seven percent live in a household containing three 
generations—oneself, one’s parents or in-laws, and 
one’s children. Parents my age are often paying for 
college expenses. At the same time, they may be 
footing the bill for significant medical expenses, 
running errands, and transporting aging parents to 
frequent doctor visits. Longer life spans (77.8 years 
is the average life expectancy) and couples waiting 
later to start their families has created a caregiving 
scenario that few families are prepared to manage.
 
I know. I’m one of those families.

Somewhere between my third and fourth son, my 
mother went from being my caregiver—the woman 
I called when I needed moral support and advice for 
raising our kids—to me being hers. After a series of 
unfortunate events, my mom’s life took a nose dive and 
she was no longer able to care for herself. My dad long 
gone, my siblings and I were left to pick up the pieces 
of her new Medicaid life while we picked up the pieces 
of board games and Lego sets. I quickly realized that at 
the same time I had been reading books on parenting, I 
should have been giving equal time to aging-parenting 
books.
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In her article, “What Shall We Do With Mother,” author 
Virgina Stem Owens shares how she and her parents 
had prepared for their inevitable death but, like 
most of us, had failed to prepare for their decline. 
This download will help prepare you for the “long 
goodbye”—the years (possibly decades) many of us 
may spend providing care and support to our parents. 
It is also loaded with practical tips and moral support 
for your marriage—the one relationship that suffers 
most when we’re squeezed between tending to our 
own kids and looking after our parents. 

Being part of the sandwich generation isn’t a 
demographic I aspired to. But it’s where I find myself, 
and with God’s help I will journey through my chaotic 
life knowing that “we are hard pressed on every side, 
but not crushed, perplexed, but not in despair” (2 
Corinthians 4:8). I can do everything through him 
who gives me strength (Philippians 4: 13).
 
Grace,

Marian V. Liautaud
Contributing Editor, Kyria downloads,
Christianity Today International
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“The Sandwich Generation” can be used for individual or 
group study. If you intend to lead a group study, some simple 
suggestions follow.

1. Make enough copies for everyone in the group to have her own 
guide.

2. Depending on the time you have dedicated to the study, you 
might consider distributing the guides before your group meets 
so everyone has a chance to read the material. Some articles are 
quite long and could take a while to get through.

3. Alternately, you might consider reading the articles together as a 
group—out loud—and plan on meeting multiple times.

4. Make sure your group agrees to complete confidentiality. This is 
essential to getting women to open up.

5. When working through the “Reflect” questions, be willing to make 
yourself vulnerable. It’s important for women to know that others 
share their experiences. Make honesty and openness a priority in 
your group.

6. End the session in prayer.

Leader’s Guide

How to use 
“The Sandwich
Generation” for
a group study
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One day a year or so ago, my father found my mother 
lying on the bedroom floor where she had fallen while 
tucking in a sheet. Her collarbone, they discovered 
at the emergency room, had snapped when she fell, 
an entirely predictable consequence of her combined 
ailments—Parkinson’s disease and osteoporosis. 
Something else appeared to have broken in my mother 
as well, however. Confused and fearful, she took to 
wandering from room to room at night, looking for 
intruders. My father, 80 years old and profoundly deaf, 
felt helpless to deal with the rapidly deteriorating 
circumstances of their lives.

Deciding how to care for 
aging parents.
By Virginia Stem Owens

What Shall
We Do
With Mother?
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Since then, my husband and I have moved back to Texas 
and now live just down the road from my parents. 
During the past nine months, my father has had three 
operations, including a triple bypass. Between the two of 
them, they have seen a total of 12 different doctors over 
the past year. I have become an expert at reading medical 
billings, insurance claims, and Medicare statements. 
My computer’s web browser is bookmarked for a number 
of disease and medication sites. The learning curve 
for me has been Matterhorn-steep, however. At first I 
didn’t even know the difference between Medicare and 
Medicaid.

My parents are scrupulous people who wanted to cause 
their children as little trouble as possible. Since I am 
the executor of their wills, they long ago gave me copies, 
as well as a key to their safety deposit box. They made 
sure I knew where to find their insurance policies. I was 
present when they planned and paid for their funerals. 
We had all prepared for death. What we hadn’t prepared 
for was decline. I soon found that I needed a crash course 
in what is almost as inevitable as death—caring for aging 
parents. Kubler-Ross may have taught my generation the 
five stages of grief, but no one had told us about the long 
goodbye.

I now urge all my fifty-something friends to ponder 
their parents’ future. For, unless you are an orphan or 
thoroughly estranged from your parents—and those of 
your spouse—the chances are that you’ll be facing such a 
crisis sooner or later, if you haven’t already.
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If you doubt this prediction, poll your own friends who 
are over 50. You will probably be as surprised as I was 
to discover how many of them are already wrestling with 
this problem. Of course, their stories will be as diverse 
as the individuals who tell them. The particulars are not 
predictable, only the overall pattern.

Surprised by aging
More than 13 million Americans presently care for their 
aging relatives in their homes. That number includes 
none of the friends I know in this situation. Nor would I 
count in that official census of “caregivers.” Thus, I figure 
that the number of people who have made major changes 
in their lives and spend a good part of the day helping 
with aging parents is at least twice that large. And I also 
suspect that their new role came to most of them as a 
complete surprise.

Very few parents, I suspect, actually sit down with their 
grown children and talk about what’s going to become of 
them when they get old and infirm. Once they edge past 
60, they find themselves using the stark words “old” or 
even “elderly” less frequently, even though they may still 
joke about failing memory and “senior moments.” At 70, 
however, they often greet references to Alzheimer’s and 
Depends with prickly rejoinders that old age comes to us 
all eventually. Their friends and children must tender 
offers of help with increasing diplomacy.

For their part, very few children are willing to face, much 
less force, the issue with either their parents or their 
siblings. And not simply because they fear being thought 
ghoulish or insensitive. What we fear goes much deeper. 
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Parents—mothers especially—are the oldest things we 
know about the world. They are an archetypal necessity 
in the structure of our universe. When they begin to 
weaken, we feel the foundations tremble.

Faced with our parents’ inevitable decline and mortality, 
we must choose then between causing pain by broaching 
unpleasant realities or conspiring in the dangerous 
illusion that everyone maintains good health and mental 
competence until the moment we draw our last breath.

But making the hard choice gets even more complicated 
if we must take into account the wishes and fears 
of our siblings—and perhaps those of our parents’ 
siblings as well. Decades of accrued family history have 
already tangled the strings of attachment, preference, 
personalities. Finances, geographical proximity, 
spouses, and jobs must all be factored into decisions. The 
combinations of complications seem endless. And for the 
child who volunteers or is elected to care for an aging 
parent, always and at bottom lies the daunting prospect 
of an open-ended personal commitment that could last for 
decades. Middle-aged children remember all too clearly 
what it’s like to be tied to toddlers and teenagers. Now 
the care of an ill and elderly parent could rob us of our 
last chance at personal autonomy and freedom.

On the other hand, we may remember how our 
grandparents were cared for within the extended 
family. Perhaps we’ve seen our own mothers take 
on this responsibility. Don’t we owe them the same 
consideration? If they could do it, why shouldn’t we?

www.kyria.com


11

©2009 Christianity Today International		  www.Kyria.com

The Sandwich Generation
What Shall We Do With Mother?

Idolatry of independence
I have noticed the tone of pride and satisfaction with 
which middle-aged children in America announce that 
their 80- or 90-year-old mother “still lives in her own 
house,” as if voluntary isolation were the pinnacle of 
geriatric heroism. In other parts of the world, however, 
people would find this arrangement both strange and 
shameful. Most older people on this planet today live close 
to, if not in the household with, their children. At least 
until the last couple of decades, three-quarters of Japan’s 
middle-aged children cared for their aging parents in their 
homes—almost eight times the rate in this country. In 
China, despite the deconstruction of traditional Confucian 
ethics by the half-century of communism, almost all old 
people still live with their sons’ families. One researcher 
found only ten elderly people living apart from their 
families in a collective village of 40,000.

A bewildered delegate to a U.S.-China writers’ conference 
once asked the American author Annie Dillard, “The old 
people in the United States—they like to live alone?”

No doubt some of them do. Or at least some of them 
prefer living alone to the changes and compromises that 
living with others entails. Independence is, after all, 
the chief and most honored virtue in this country. The 
ideal, ingrained in us early, persists even when we can, 
quite literally, no longer “stand on our own two feet.” 
When our aging parents’ need for help grows too obvious 
to ignore, we say they are beginning to “fail.” Losing 
one’s independence is, for Americans, a shameful thing. 
And needing help, we know, evokes in our potential 
benefactors pity, frustration, and fear—in roughly equal 
parts.
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Independence. Autonomy. Isolation. On this unstable 
trinity the lives of older Americans are precariously 
balanced. But if you live long enough, independence 
inevitably becomes an illusion. Slowly the edges of your 
sovereign island start to erode. You can no longer keep 
up with the yard work, so you move to a condominium 
or even a retirement center. You can’t see well enough 
to drive anymore. The checkbook gets tangled in knots, 
the Medicare maze impossible to negotiate. You call 
the pharmacy, and a computerized voice gives so many 
instructions about pushing phone buttons you hang up in 
despair.

Seeking help with these mundane chores of living means 
surrendering control as well. If you ask others to take you 
to the grocery store, you must fit your shopping to their 
schedule and preference for supermarkets. Rely on Meals 
on Wheels to deliver your dinner and you have to accept 
unfamiliar dishes. If your daughter volunteers to clean 
your house, you can’t point out to her, the way you could 
when she was a teenager, the dust she missed. After a 
lifetime of doing and having things your own way, you 
may have to work at feeling—or even faking—gratitude.

Of course, the fear of losing control of one’s own life 
afflicts middle-aged children—my generation—as well. 
We are as skittish about pledging an unknown number 
of years to the care of our increasingly needy parents as 
they are about surrendering their autonomy. No wonder it 
typically takes a crisis to break through the stolid denial 
both generations erect to shield themselves from the 
obvious. A parent has a heart attack or a wreck, falls ill or 
just down, often in a distant city or several states away. 
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You rush there, shocked not only by the disaster, but 
the deteriorated living situation. How could things have 
gotten so bad without your knowing about it?

You call your siblings, if they make reliable allies, and 
only then do you talk about what you’re going to do about 
Mother or Dad. Despite the fact that this is one of the 
most predictable prospects you will have to face in your 
lifetime, no one has prepared for it. It comes as a complete 
surprise that Something Will Have to Be Done. Not next 
year, but next week. Or even tomorrow. You mentally 
inventory the entire family for the most flexible schedule, 
the most plentiful resources, the most compassionate or 
cooperative spouse. And no matter how much you love 
your parents and want to see them well cared for, you feel 
your own stomach clench as you try to imagine the future. 
Two sets of people, each with deep though unspoken fears 
and reservations, must now work out a way of dealing 
with a difficult situation. They will feel frightened, 
powerless, cornered, and overwhelmed. Their respective 
worlds are about to be turned upside down.

Bearing one another’s burdens	
At this point, my parents live in their own home, but 
only because my father can still fix their breakfast, help 
my mother to the bathroom, and call for help if she falls. 
And also because I am nearby for emergencies—and to 
schedule and take them to their doctors’ appointments, 
supervise their many medications, monitor their 
nutrition, and find suitable and reliable household help 
for them. During my daily visits I place their catalogue 
orders, pay their bills, deal with Medicare and their 
private insurance companies.

www.kyria.com


14

©2009 Christianity Today International		  www.Kyria.com

The Sandwich Generation
What Shall We Do With Mother?

At night I lie in bed wondering how much longer my 
father’s own precarious health—and strength—will hold 
out. What will I do if it doesn’t? My parents’ resources are 
not sufficient to hire round-the-clock nursing. I picture 
past scenes of my aunts and my own mother caring for 
their parents in their last days. And I remember that no 
one in our family has ever died—or lived—in a nursing 
home.

I still have many questions and quandaries about the 
future—my parents’ and my own. But since coming 
back to Texas to help with my mother’s care, I have at 
least learned not to repeat that oft-repeated cliché that 
undergirds and perpetuates our idolatry of independence: 
I don’t want to be a burden to my children.

We are all, throughout our lives, a burden to others. From 
the moment of conception, we are nourished and nurtured 
by others. As adults we learn to pay for or negotiate 
our mutual needs, but the fact remains that it takes an 
invisible army of other people to grow our food, clean 
our clothes, maintain our roads, fuel our furnaces. When 
we marry, we accept another’s pledge to stick with us in 
sickness and health, prosperity and poverty. The load we 
lay on others only becomes more visible, less deniable, 
as we age. Even though nothing is more predictable, 
Americans simply aren’t much good at—and consistently 
fail to prepare themselves for—either bearing or being 
burdens. (As for wishing for a quick and trouble-free 
death that will cause our families no fuss or bother, only 
one in four of us can expect such an easy exit.)
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Our still relatively new culture, which makes both living 
anywhere and living longer possible, will no doubt devote 
a good deal of public resources and private energy in 
the near future to figuring out how best to care for its 
older members. In the meantime, I will be moving into 
that category myself. Yet nothing in our culture to date 
encourages us to accept the reality of our future liability. 
Instead, we are enticed to believe in the Centrum 
Silver myth—that our latter days will be spent on cruise 
ships or jogging into the sunset, not alone but with our 
spouses. The truth is, though, should I live another 20 
years, I will be a burden—to my spouse or my children 
or the state, if not all three. What I most want to learn 
during those decades, therefore, is not how to live longer, 
not necessarily even how to live a healthier or more 
productive life, but how best to be a burden. One that 
might also be a blessing.

Virginia Stem Owens is a novelist, poet, and essayist. This 
article first appeared in Books & Culture magazine, 1999. 

Reflect
£ Have you been able to broach the subject of your aging 
parents’ decline with them and other family members? If 
so, how have these conversations gone?

£ What plan have you created?

£ What are your attitudes and values about caring for 
your parents? What cultural and life experiences have 
shaped your beliefs?
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A good friend, Serena,* called me in tears.

“Sam just doesn’t understand,” she said, “and it’s so 
difficult on our marriage.”

Serena, a stay-at-home mother, and Sam, an attorney, 
live in Milwaukee, a two-hour drive from her parents’ 
farm. When it became evident that her mother’s breast 
cancer was terminal, Serena began to spend several days 
a week at her parents’ home. 

She put nine thousand miles on her van in seven 
weeks in the middle of that icy Wisconsin winter. Sam 
demanded to know how long the arrangement would last.

“As long as she lives,” had to be the answer.

How to be a parental caregiver and 
still keep your marriage strong.
By Martha Evans Sparks

Sandwich
Generation
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If you think you’re hearing more about caregiving than 
you used to, it isn’t your imagination. Almost one in 
four American households, about 22.3 million, provides 
emotional or physical care for aging parents, spouses, or 
siblings. That’s three times the number from ten years ago. 
Seventy-five percent of caregivers are women; many are 
employed full-time outside the home. 

As the population ages and caregiving needs multiply, how 
can we fulfill the biblical mandate to “leave and cleave” 
while accomplishing the equally biblical command to honor 
and care for our parents?

“In sickness and unsupport” 
One of her mom’s hospice nurses had called Serena in the 
middle of dinner earlier that evening. 

“Three doctors agree Mom is within three or four days of 
death,” Serena told Sam and the girls as she hung up. “They 
say I should come tonight.”

“Those doctors can’t know that,” he said.

“I don’t want to risk it,” Serena said. “I want to be there 
when she goes.”

“Why?” Sam said. “You should be here with us, instead of 
neglecting us.” 

“Sam, she’s my mother and she’s dying! Don’t you 
understand that?”
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“I understand you’re choosing between me and your 
mother,” he said angrily. “Has it come to your attention that 
my mother has cancer also? I don’t run home every time 
she sneezes.” And with those words, he left the room. 

“Did you and Sam ever discuss what you’d do when the end 
came for either of your mothers?” I asked when Serena 
called to tell me her story.

“No,” Serena said. “Sam doesn’t want to be there when his 
mom dies. He won’t talk about it.” 

Even though Sam appears unsympathetic and hard, what 
happened to Serena and Sam is not uncommon. Caught 
in a caregiving circumstance beyond their control, 
communication broke down. Silence, hurt feelings, and to a 
certain extent, selfishness, reigned until it was too late to 
have a calm exchange of viewpoints.

Although your experience may not be as extreme as Sam 
and Serena’s, many of the same issues can be avoided. 
While caregiving can be challenging, it can also be one of 
the most deeply rewarding experiences of your life—and 
marriage. Here are six ways you can ward off marital 
disaster and strengthen your bond when faced with 
caregiving.

1. If possible, avoid long-distance caregiving. 
Eric and Pam had lived in Erie, Pennsylvania, their entire 
lives. Their only child, Janet, lives with her husband and 
two children in Charlotte, North Carolina. When retirement 
came, Eric and Pam decided to move to a retirement 
community in Charlotte, so that if they had problems, Janet 
would be close by.
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Their wisdom became clear a dozen years later when 
Eric died. Janet and her family were close. The couple’s 
new friends had become old friends, a marvelous support 
group for Pam. Janet says she’s relieved that her mother 
is in a sheltered place with help as close as a call button. 
“What would I do,” she says, “if she were still nine hours 
away, alone in that big old house?” 

If your parents live far from you, ask if they’d consider 
moving closer to you or to one of your siblings. Keep in 
mind that changes of this magnitude should be made in 
your parents’ best interest and never simply for your own 
convenience. But having them closer makes caregiving 
easier on your parents and your marriage.

2. Get and share answers. 
In the middle of a hectic Monday morning, Ken Rogers 
took a phone call in his New York City office. It was his 
widowed mother’s neighbor from Poughkeepsie, almost 
two hours away.

“You’d better come right away,” the caller said. “It looks as 
if your mom has had a stroke. The hospital staff wants to 
know who her primary care physician is, what medicines 
she takes regularly, and what insurance she has.”

Long before the need arises, find out who your parents’ 
primary care physician is. What other doctors do they 
see? What hospital do they prefer? What medications do 
they take regularly? Who is their pharmacist, banker, 
broker, accountant? Who does the taxes? What insurance 
policies are in force? Who do they want notified in an 
emergency? 
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Find out if they have wills. Are they in debt? Do they have 
a durable power of attorney? Living wills? Do they want a 
Do-Not-Resuscitate order? 

Make it clear that you aren’t attempting to get control of 
their money or property. You just need answers for an 
emergency situation. Share that information with your 
spouse so you both are on the same page.

3. Lay ground rules. 
When a parent must move into your home, have a frank, 
realistic discussion with your spouse. Cover everything 
from who will pay the extra cost and shoulder the financial 
burden to ways to guard your couple time. Then make 
ground rules for the entire family.

That’s what Teresa and Ron did two years ago when it 
became apparent that, because of financial problems and 
early signs of Alzheimer’s disease, her widowed mother, 
Judy, was going to have to move in with them. 

“Ron and I had a long discussion,” says Teresa. “Then we 
had one with Mom before she moved in, to set ground 
rules.” They decided sleeping arrangements and who 
would pay which bills. They let Teresa’s mom know she 
wasn’t responsible for disciplining their kids. If there was 
a problem, she was to tell Ron and Teresa about it. On the 
first of each month, when Judy’s social security check 
comes, Judy and Ron go over the bills together and he 
writes the checks for them. If there’s money left over, it is 
Judy’s to spend as she wishes. Teresa and Ron pay all the 
household expenses—mortgage, utilities, food.
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Their biggest adjustment? “Privacy!” Teresa says. “Mom is 
from a big family, and everybody knows everything. Ron 
came home from work one day and said the boss had given 
him a raise. When Mom asked how much it was, Ron smiled 
and said pleasantly, ‘Judy, that’s none of your business.’ 
She’s quit asking things like that. But all this openness was 
difficult on Ron for a while.”

The other bump they had to get over was that Judy would 
enter their bedroom without knocking. Teresa and Ron 
handled that by putting a lock on their bedroom door.
Make sure you and your spouse agree on the rules and keep 
them impersonal. Don’t allow emotions to get involved. 
Remember that you and your spouse need to be working on 
the same side with the same goals. 

4. Take respite time. 
Caregiving is isolating as well as emotionally and 
physically draining. Both Karen and David are upwardly 
mobile professionals. Karen quit her job to care for two 
young children and her father, who was diagnosed with 
Alzheimer’s.
 
David worked hard. When he got home, Karen regaled him 
nonstop about her woes with the kids and her dad. She 
never asked about his day. She had no time for clothes, 
makeup, or hair. She aged rapidly, worn down and 
struggling. David came home less and less often.

When caregiving becomes a 24/7 job, especially if the care 
receiver has dementia, spouses need to agree on how to get 
respite time and who will pay for it. Otherwise, one spouse 
may turn into a workaholic, while the other becomes an 
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aggrieved, resentful caregiver. It’s better to find the money 
to pay a sitter than to have your spouse say, “It used to be 
our date night. Now you work late and I’m stuck at home 
with your mother.”

A walk outside, a trip to the mall, or enjoying a cup 
of coffee and a good novel can do wonders for you and 
everyone involved.

5. Sometimes it’s better just to listen. 
Sometimes it’s good to call a family meeting to divide up the 
caregiving. Who can take over the care receivers’ financial 
affairs? Whose schedule is flexible? Who won’t help?

Carol lives in central Kentucky, four hours from her 
parents’ home in Ohio. Her two brothers and their spouses 
live in the same town as the parents. “Sometimes they’ll 
call me and ask, ‘What are Mom and Dad doing today? They 
don’t answer their phone,’” Carol says. “I want so badly to 
tell them to get in the car, drive the ten minutes, and find 
out. But I don’t.”

Instead she makes the four-hour drive about once a 
month, staying for a long weekend to be sure bills are 
paid, prescription drugs are up to date, the checkbook is 
balanced, and the freezer is stocked with food her folks can 
easily heat and eat.

“When I realized my brothers weren’t going to help, I was 
so angry,” Carol admits. Realizing that her anger was 
too deep to manage alone, she got professional Christian 
counseling. “I know I’m being imposed on,” Carol says. “But 
it will end.”
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Carol’s husband, Alex, supports Carol, providing a listening 
ear and advice if Carol asks. But he’s careful not to 
overstep. “Other family members see what’s going on,” says 
Alex. “I keep out of it and let their blood kin do the fussing.”

Sometimes it’s better to offer your spouse support, prayer, 
and a listening ear, than to contribute to the stress, 
tension, and pain with complaints.

6. Remind your spouse often of your love. 
Serena’s mother died four days after Serena’s angry parting 
with Sam. Sam’s mother lived another six months. 

“Those six months were awful,” Serena says. “I cried a lot in 
my grief, while Sam held in all his anxiety. As a lawyer he 
deals with harsh reality every day, but he copped out on his 
mom’s death. He was determined not to be there when she 
died.” Serena realized a lot of Sam’s reactions to her were 
more about his struggle with his parent’s aging and death 
than with Serena or his marriage.

She realized that Sam needed her compassion, love, and 
understanding. “That can be difficult to give when you’re 
so focused on your parent,” she says. “But it’s a necessity. 
Mom will be gone; my marriage is forever. There are times 
in marriage when you have to say to yourself, I made a vow 
to have and hold till death do us part. It becomes nothing but 
that raw, hard, hurting duty, that commitment holding you 
together.”

Try to remember that your spouse may feel neglected in the 
midst of caregiving. Small gestures go a long way to help 
feed the flames of marriage—an arm squeeze or pat, holding 
hands, a kiss, a walk together.
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“I knew we’d come out on the other side,” Serena says. 
“And we did. Our love for each other began to percolate 
again. But if Sam and I had not known the Lord and been 
committed to each other, we might not have made it.”

Martha Evans Sparks, a freelance author, was married 42 
years until her husband’s death. She is the author of two 
books on caregiving. This article first appeared in Marriage 
Partnership magazine, 2007.

*Names and places have been changed. 

Reflect
£ Caring for aging parents while raising your own children 
can place undue strain on even the healthiest marriages. 
What can you do to create better privacy for you and your 
spouse, especially in your bedroom? How can you adjust 
your schedule to make sure you’ve got one-on-one alone time 
with your spouse?

£ What kind of respite do you need to feel restored and 
energized?
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Talking about aging issues isn’t easy. But 
it’s ultimately more difficult to leave concerns 
unaddressed until a crisis erupts. Caregiving 
can involve an emotionally charged and complex 
decision-making process. You cannot do it alone. 
Here are some discussion-starter questions for 
you and your spouse if you may join caregiver 
ranks one day. 

Questions to ask each other before 
caring for your aging parents.
By Martha Evans Sparks & Leah Dobkin

Is Caregiving
in Your Future? 
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1. What would you think of asking your parents to move closer to 
us? If they should need help as they age, it would be difficult to 
help from several hours away. 

2. Should the sick person move in with us? Does she/he need to 
be in an assisted- living facility or nursing home? How do you 
feel about these options? 

3. Who will make the decisions? How will they be made? 

4. What support role are you willing to play? 

5. Here are some ways I could use respite. (Help with meals, 
shopping, cleaning, laundry, medical appointments.) 

6. In case of a medical emergency, would you know what 
medicines your parents take routinely? Do you know who your 
parents’ primary care physician is? 

7. Do you know anything about your parents’ finances? If the 
time comes when they can no longer live independently, can 
they afford an assisted-living community? 

8. If one of our parents should have to move in with us, what 
rules should we set? What do you think the important issues 
are? 

9. What family members could we count on for help? 

10. What things can we do to ensure we stay strong as a 
couple? 

This article first appeared in Marriage Partnership magazine, 2007.

The Sandwich Generation
Is Caregiving in Your Future? 
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Reflect
£ How do you feel as you listen to you and your 
spouse’s responses to these questions? What surprises 
you about each of your attitudes? What reassures 
you?

£ Which questions elicited tension between you and 
your partner? What will you do to resolve this conflict
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A month ago my parents moved into the house across 
the street from us. Directly across the street. A wave-
hello-in-the-morning-as-you-pick-up-the-newspaper-
from-the-driveway kind of proximity. My dad is 
suffering from Alzheimer’s and my mom is suffering 
from … caring for my dad. They both need help. When 
the house across the street became available as a 
rental, it seemed like one of those just-in-time answers 
to a prayer. 

Deciding whether you can 
care for Mom and Dad. 
By Suzanne Woods Fisher

Yours? Mine?
Or Our Parents? 
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It still does, even though I anticipate difficult moments. 
But I anticipate blessings, too. I’ve learned a great deal 
in the last few years, since my dad was first diagnosed, 
about keeping a balance amid this on-going challenge.

Most of the problems with aging parents are precipitated 
by crises. It’s easy to fall out of balance, neglecting 
ourselves and our families—especially our spouse. Too 
often it’s easier for me to rally to meet the needs of my 
children than to meet the needs of my mate. 

My friend Karin experienced conflicting emotions when 
her mother fell ill. “I felt consumed with taking care of her 
and then rushing home to take care of the kids. My kids 
were dependent on me; my mother was very dependent on 
me,” she admits. “There was little left over to give to my 
husband.” That can be dangerous to a marriage, especially 
one already under stress. Karin and her husband have 
since separated. 

We love our parents and feel a rightful obligation to them, 
yet we need to protect our other significant relationships, 
too. It’s not easy to find that balance between honoring 
Mom and Dad and leaving and cleaving to our spouse. 
Soon after Karin’s marriage hit the rocks, my normally 
savvy dad was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s. This came 
after some serious financial difficulties, in which he had, 
unwittingly, become the victim of a Canadian sweepstakes 
scam. More than one, actually. The loss was so substantial 
that my parents were forced to sell their home, requiring 
an “all hands on deck” effort by my siblings and me. 
It didn’t take long to realize that I was stuck in sprint 
mode—dropping everything, trying to be available to help. 

The Sandwich Generation
Yours? Mine? Or Our Parents?  
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There’s an emotional toll with aging parent problems 
that’s difficult to quantify. Often, I feel distracted, 
worried, preoccupied, and grieving when my husband 
needs my undivided attention. There have been moments 
when I’ve felt I’m being called on to be everything to 
everybody. And I get consumed with the failures that 
inevitably result. 

Stuck in sprint means living with a steady dose of stress, 
which can lead to depression or illness. I had to make 
some changes, for me and for my marriage.

Asking for help 
The writer of Ecclesiastes says, “Two are better than one, 
because they have a good return for their work: If one 
falls down, his friend can help him up” (4:9–10).

For months, I tried to keep my parents’ problems “mine” 
and not dump them into my husband’s lap. Big mistake. 
It only put a distance between us, instead of allowing 
it to draw us together. When I finally broke down and 
told my husband how I was feeling, he responded with 
compassion, telling me I didn’t have to carry the burden 
alone. Several years prior, Steve’s father had experienced 
an illness-related personality change before he died. 
Looking back, it was as if God had smoothed the path for 
us. Steve wanted to share the burden. I just had to let 
him. So little by little, I asked for help.

With his accounting background, Steve was able to 
unravel my parents’ finances and set up safeguards 
against con-artists infiltrating their accounts. He 
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created spreadsheets of financial scenarios based on life 
expectancy so we could make wise decisions for their 
future. And he listened to me. 

We started going for coffee on Saturday mornings before 
our teenagers woke up. It provided time to talk when 
we were both fresh and rested. Those Saturday morning 
coffees are the secret to our strong marriage. We resolve 
issues and problem-solve. Keeping short accounts keeps 
us healthy. 

When the opportunity arose to rent the house across 
the street, Steve gave it a wholehearted “thumbs up.” 
The other day he even said, “If your dad is up early, he’s 
welcome to have breakfast with me.” How many men 
would offer to have breakfast on a workday with their 
father-in-law, much less one suffering from dementia? 
Amazingly, even after stressful years with my parents 
(and we have a long haul ahead of us), I feel more in love 
with my husband. His attitude of viewing my parents’ 
problems as “our parents’ problems” has made this 
situation not only bearable, but blessed.

We realize this burden is only for a season, but carrying 
it together has made us stronger and made me more 
aware of what a blessing parents—and my spouse—are.

This article first appeared in Marriage Partnership 
magazine, 2007.
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Reflect
£ In what ways has caring for aging parents 
strengthened your marriage? Caused it to deteriorate?

£ How do you and your spouse resolve conflicts over 
the balancing act of caring for your own family and for 
your parents?

£ What character traits have emerged and grown in 
your spouse during this season of life? What can you 
do to express gratitude for your spouse?
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Feeling frustrated from trying to balance 
parental caregiving responsibilities with the 
demands of an unsupportive spouse? You don’t 
have to be, according to Norman Wright, counselor 
and author of numerous books including Helping 
Those Who Hurt. Here are some suggestions he 
lists to help you through this season.

How to deal with an 
unsupportive partner.  
By Ginger Kolbaba

Getting Your 
Spouse on the 
Same Page
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On an unsupportive spouse 
Write your spouse a letter. Your mate may respond better 
to what he reads than what he hears. Think it through 
and make it supportive and caring. Express what you 
feel your parents’ needs are, what you can do, and then 
spell out how you will still meet your spouse’s needs and 
be available. But don’t give that first draft. Wait, pray 
about it, rewrite it, think it through, and then compose 
the final draft.

Never use the computer—make sure you write the first 
draft in longhand. One, it takes more energy. Two, it 
drains the different feelings from the different parts 
of the brain and brings them together. It’s slower, and 
you calm down better. Part of the purpose of writing is 
drainage. Longhand does it; a computer, not so much.

What’s your partner’s language style? If he’s an 
expander, give a lot of detail. But if he’s a condenser, 
get to the bottom line quickly or he won’t get it. Provide 
enough information to express fully your thoughts, but 
make sure it’s conveyed in your spouse’s context of 
communication.

If that doesn’t work 
There may be times when you have to say, “Okay, I’m 
not going to get any support. I’m going to have to do this 
by myself. I’ll continue to meet my spouse’s needs, but I 
still have to fulfill this other responsibility.” It will mean 
a change of schedule, and maybe making extra meals 
to freeze and eat for several nights. Communicating 
what’s going on and what you’re doing is really the most 
important thing.

The Sandwich Generation
Getting Your Spouse on the Same Page
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It could be that in a marriage one person has a close 
relationship with their parents and the other has no 
relationship. So the one with no relationship might not 
understand the need to care for parents.

Sometimes you have to allow people not to get it or to be 
the way they are. You’re not going to change them. You 
wish you could, but it’s just not going to happen. Love 
them, then do what you’re called to do.

On dealing with a pouty spouse 
Some spouses will say they’re supportive, but all their 
actions prove they’re not. They either withdraw or 
pout. This could be a form of manipulation. They’re not 
capable of dealing with the fact that you’re giving to 
others. When you notice it happening, say, “I see you’re 
upset. There could be some feelings you’re not sharing 
with me. I’d rather you tell me what you’re feeling or 
what you’re thinking than have you withdraw.” Confront 
the behavior.

On neglecting your marriage 
Don’t do it—even if you feel frustrated because you 
aren’t receiving the kind of support you want or need. 
Caregiving is for a season. Marriage is for a lifetime. 
When Mom or Dad finally passes on, you want to make 
sure your spouse is still there.
 

This article first appeared in Marriage Partnership 
magazine, 2007. 
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Reflect
£ How would you characterize your spouse’s support 
level in dealing with aging parents?

£ To what extent is caring for your parents creating a 
divide in your marriage?

£ How will you confront this conflict?
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The perfectly organized day had just begun. The 
night before, I’d made school lunches, signed urgent 
notes, and had the kids stack their backpacks by the 
door. I’d risen early enough to transform myself from 
bedhead to beauty, greet the sunrise and the Lord, 
pry sleepyheads from their blanketed cocoons, and 
keep life moving toward that 7:30 a.m. exodus. I felt 
as though I’d accomplished it all.

Try these six time-stretching 
strategies.
By Jeanne Zornes

How to
Do (Almost)
Everything 
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As I stood, coat on, examining the day’s “to-do” list, my 
daughter asked sweetly, “Mom, how come you’re wearing 
two different shoes?”

Peering down, I realized my left shoe had a turquoise 
whoosh and the right shoe sported a hot-pink lightning 
symbol.

So much for being the woman in total control! Sometimes 
I identify with Job, that Old Testament sufferer who 
moaned, “My days are swifter than a weaver’s shuttle” (Job 
7:6). Somehow I have to find the time to take care of my 
sandwich-generation family (two busy athletic/musical 
teens, one semi-retired husband, and an 80-year-old 
mother-in-law living next door), plus work and volunteer in 
several church ministries.

I don’t pretend to be the woman who does it all. But I’ve 
learned I can make my limited time count with these six 
time-stretching principles:

1. List it.
How to Get Control of Your Time and Your Life author Alan 
Lakein suggests dividing our “to-do” lists into three levels. 
“A” things yield the most value for our time. “B” activities 
are “maybes.” “C” items can wait.

The other day, buying milk was an “A” for me because we 
were out and my son guzzles nearly a gallon a day. A “B” 
priority was planning my daughter’s month-away 16th 
birthday (though that’s an “A” in her mind!). Steam-cleaning 
the rug was a “C,” but will move up to an “A” when warm 
weather returns.
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2. Anticipate it.
We hung a large calendar near the main house phone—the 
nerve center of our home. Whenever a family member 
mentions an upcoming commitment, I make sure the 
event (and if possible, a related phone number) gets on 
this calendar. Handouts with detailed information (such 
as concert schedules, sports trips, and youth-group 
retreats) go in a clip right next to the calendar. That way, 
I’m not caught brownieless the morning of a bake sale.

3. Delegate it.
When I can’t—or don’t want to!—do a job, I see if I can get 
help. Someone else doing the dinner dishes saves me 30 
minutes. I also delegate jobs to machines. The crockpot 
saves time and dirty dishes on hurried nights. The 
answering machine cuts down on chit-chat, enabling me 
to respond at my convenience to requests that aren’t “A” 
priorities.

4. Multi-task it.
When we’re focused, we women can stack “brainer” and 
“no-brainer” tasks easily. For example, my cordless phone 
allows me to bake cookies, file off a ragged nail, or fold 
laundry while I take care of a caller. I consolidate a dozen 
errands in one fell swoop through town. Or I put “to-do” 
items (return library books, recycle cans) in the trunk to 
catch when I’m in the area.

5. Simplify it.
I’ve found that something done at 80 percent is better 
than something waiting to be started. When I write 
thank-you notes or letters, I don’t try to earn a Pulitzer 
Prize. My handwriting may be scrawly, but at least I show 
appreciation or keep in touch.
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6. Energize it.
It’s also helpful to know your “prime time,” that time of 
day when you have the most energy and brainpower, and 
“grind time,” when you can handle busy work but not 
much mental stress. We also need “unwind time,” when we 
relax to re-energize.

My body chemistry peaks in the morning, so I use that 
for my most important “think” tasks. I reach my desperate 
low about 2 p.m. That’s the time I take a walk or fold the 
laundry. Or, if I can, I sneak in a 20-minute “power nap.”

The other morning, my teens and I were again in a hurry 
to get them to school. (This time my shoes matched!) 
“I need poster board for a class project tomorrow,” my 
daughter remarked from the back seat.

“Write it on my to-do list,” I said, handing her the day 
planner I keep in my purse. An hour later, having picked 
up her poster board while on another “A” errand, I walked 
into her room to lay it on her unmade bed.

What was the best use of my time right then? Well, it was 
a perfect day to spend three minutes helping her out by 
making her bed. After all, she’s the perfect candidate to 
whom I can delegate my “C” job of dejunking the car!

Jeanne Zornes is a speaker and author of seven books, 
including Spiritual Spandex for the Outstretched Soul 
(Shaw/WaterBrook). This article first appeared in Today’s 
Christian Woman magazine, 2001. 
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Reflect
£ Which of the author’s ideas can you implement 
today to find some reprieve from the demands on your 
time?

£ In what ways can you engage your family in bearing 
the burden and experiencing the blessing of helping 
care for their grandparents?

£ What expectations about your time and what you 
can accomplish will you have to let go of during this 
time-pressured season of life?
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It’s a strange feeling the first time one of your 
parents asks you for advice. “Does this dress really 
look all right?” “What do you think I should do about 
that problem at work?” But as parents grow older, 
their questions grow more serious. “Should I sell the 
house?” “Should I have the operation if it might buy 
more time?” Some parents don’t ask. They just need 
help. Month by month, they grow slower and more 
hesitant.

Respect their dreams.
From Christian Bible Studies

How can I
know what’s 
best for my
elderly parents?
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It’s tempting to just step in, make whatever decisions 
are needed, and get the job done. But that would 
discount what God might be doing in the lives of your 
parents. In a beautiful description of the work of God’s 
Spirit, Joel 2:28–32 speaks of a day (our day) when God 
would pour out his Spirit on all his people: men, women, 
young, and old. Specifically, he said, “Your old men shall 
dream dreams” (2:28).

It’s important to listen to what your parents say—even 
when they’re old, maybe especially when they’re old—
because you can learn a lot from them. And listening 
helps you respect their wishes in the decisions you 
make for them. Young or old, every Christian has God’s 
Spirit inside of them; that Spirit will guide you toward 
wisdom, if you listen. As Peter notes in his sermon 
at Pentecost (Acts 2), this prophecy is fulfilled with 
the outpouring of the Holy Spirit to people of all ages. 
(See also Psalm 25; Proverbs 23:22–25; 1 Corinthians 
15:35–58; 1Timothy 5:1–7.)

Good Words to Remember: 
I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh; your sons and your 
daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream 
dreams, your young men shall see visions. And also on 
my menservants and on my maidservants I will pour out 
my Spirit in those days (Joel 2:28–29).

This article first appeared on 
ChristianBiblesStudies.com, 2001. 

The Sandwich Generation
How can I know what’s best for my elderly parents? 
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Reflect
£ How do you show your parents you respect their 
wishes and dreams?

£ Read these verses—Psalm 25; Proverbs 23:22–25; 1 
Corinthians 15:35–58; 1 Timothy 5:1–7. How do they 
instruct you in your attitudes and actions toward your 
parents?
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Q: I have a hard time getting my three children 
to help me with household chores. They whine, they 
moan, they procrastinate. I work full-time and need 
their cooperation around the house, but I’m out of 
creative ideas to motivate them. What can I do?

My kids won’t pitch in. Help!
By Kelli B. Trujillo

Cleaning
House 
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A: Working moms need extra help to keep all the plates 
spinning, especially if they also shoulder the burden of 
caring for aging parents. You can get your kids to help. 
Try this: Make a list of what you consider privileges—
television, Instant Messenger, hang time with friends, 
computer time, etc.—and explain to your kids that in the 
real world, you work before you rest, earn before you 
spend, and pay before you play. Since one of your jobs is 
to train them to be successful adults, you’re doing them 
a disservice to continue letting them enjoy a free ride. 
They need to earn their room, board, and bonuses by 
working around the house.

If I were you, I’d take this opportunity to go beyond just 
pitching in. Hey, you work full-time—you need more  
help than that! Think of all the household duties and 
divide them up between the three children. They can 
vacuum, load the dishwasher, even do all the laundry. 
Make a daily chart of responsibilities and post it in a 
prominent spot.

Make all privileges contingent on completed chores. 
Sure, they may shirk their responsibilities and say, “I 
don’t care. I don’t want to watch TV anyway.” But believe 
me, there will come a day when they desperately want to 
go to a friend’s house, or absolutely have to check their 
email, or need to watch a television program. That’s 
when you calmly ask, “Are your chores done?” Stick 
to your guns. You’ll probably have to prove you mean 
business a few times, so don’t cave in.
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One more thing: Don’t allow yourself to get drawn into 
their moaning, whining, or arguing. Simply explain the 
rules, post them for all to see, and stand your ground. 
Eventually they’ll see the wisdom in doing their chores 
every day because they never know when an opportunity 
for some fun might just present itself!

Lisa Whelchel is the author of Creative Correction (Focus 
on the Family) and the mother of three. This article first 
appeared in Today’s Christian Woman magazine, 2005. 

 

Reflect
£ To what extent can your children bear more of the 
responsibility for maintaining your home?

£ Do you expect enough out of your kids or too much?

£ What are the benefits of sharing the household 
workload with your kids?

www.kyria.com


48

©2009 Christianity Today International		  www.Kyria.com

The Senior Organizer by Debby S. Bitticks, Lynn 
Benson, and Dorothy K. Breininger (Health 
Communications). All-in-one workbook for a 
senior’s vital information: personal, medical, legal, 
and financial. 

AARP.org. Supplies information about caregiving, 
long-term care, and aging. Check out their free 
online seminar, “Planning for the Care of Aging 
Parents” at www.aarp.org/learntech/family_care/
a2003-04-29-agingparentsintro.html.

Books, Bible studies, and articles 
to help you further.

Additional 
Resources
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www.andthoushalthonor.org  Developed for the 
PBS television program of the same name. Contains 
numerous links to other caregiving sites including 
disease specific sites. 

Caregiver Online  www.caregiver911.com  Online 
magazine offering a comprehensive list of links as well 
as articles of general interest for caregivers. 

www.caregivers-usa.org  Free, nationwide database 
of more than 40,000 caregiving and caregiver support 
services. 

www.caregiving.com  Information on maintaining 
caregiver health.

National Alliance for Caregiving  www.caregiving.org

National Assocation for Home Care  www.nahc.org

National Family Caregivers Association 
www.nfcacares.org

www.caregiversmarketplace.com  Free cash back 
and discount program designed to offer savings to the 
caregiver.

“Encouragement for Caregivers” A Bible study course 
from ChristianBibleStudies.com. 
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