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¢ ABOUT OUR SPEAKER ¢

Dr. Vittorio Scelzo

Dicastery for the Laity, Family and Life — Vatican

Dr. Vittorio Scelzo works at the Vatican’s Dicastery for the Laity, Family and Life, where he is
responsible for the pastoral care and ministry for the elderly. In an unprecedented moment in
human history, when the number of older people is rapidly growing and, in many societies,
overtaking younger generations, Dr. Scelzo has been deeply instrumental in shaping the Church’s
pastoral response through the development of a dedicated ministry for the elderly, playing a key
role in the creation of the World Day for Grandparents and the Elderly.

Before his work at the Vatican, Dr. Scelzo was closely involved with the Community of Sant’Egidio,
where he gained deep pastoral experience accompanying older people, particularly those living
with poverty, loneliness, and isolation. During the Covid-19 pandemic, he coordinated Vatican
initiatives in support of the elderly, drawing urgent attention to the suffering caused by isolation
and abandonment.

He has also played a central role in organizing international Vatican gatherings on the pastoral
care of the elderly, promoting a vision in which older people are recognized not as a burden, but
as a gift and a mission for the Church today.

¢ SESSION PARTICIPANTS o

Keynote Speaker
Dr. Vittorio Scelzo

Host & Founder
Catherine Wiley

Closing Blessing
Cardinal Wilfrid Fox Napier

With contributions from members joining from Ireland, Australia, the United States, England, India, Portugal, South Africa,
and beyond.
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¢ OPENING PRAYER ¢

Grandparents’ Prayer

Written at the request of the Catholic Grandparents Association by Pope Benedict XVI
Prayed by Ron and Mavis Pirola, Australia

Lord Jesus, You were born of the Virgin Mary, the daughter of Saints Joachim and Anne.
Look with love on Grandparents the world over. Protect them.
They are a source of enrichment for families, for the church, and for all of society.

Support them. As they grow older, may they continue to be for their families,
strong pillars of gospel faith, guardians of noble domestic ideals,
living treasuries of sound religious traditions.

Make them teachers of wisdom and courage
that they may pass on to future generations
the fruits of their mature human and spiritual experience.

Lord Jesus, help families and society to value the presence and role of Grandparents.
May they never be ignored or excluded, but always encounter respect and love.
Help them to live serenely and to feel welcomed in all the years of life which you give them.

Mary, mother of all the living, keep Grandparents constantly in your care.
Accompany them on their earthly pilgrimage, and by your prayers,

grant that all families may one day be reunited in our heavenly homeland,
for you await all humanity for the great embrace of life without end.

Amen.
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¢ WELCOME FROM CATHERINE WILEY ¢

Catherine Wiley — Founder, Catholic Grandparents Association

Good evening, everyone, and welcome from all over the world — Ireland, South Africa, Australia, India,
Portugal, England, the United States, and Rome itself. It is a truly global gathering tonight, and that
fills my heart.

I spent a long time trying to write this talk, and I couldn’t get it right. I kept going back and back and it
just wasn’t working. And then, this morning, I went to the hairdresser — and right before my eyes, in
the most ordinary and unlikely of places, the whole essence of tonight’s theme unfolded.

There were three other clients when I walked in. Laura, the owner, asked what our Zoom was about
tonight, and the others overheard. They were different ages — young, middle-aged, and elderly. So I
asked them a simple question: what do you think are the benefits of being elderly in the Church today?

One woman said she couldn’t think of anything good about getting older. But as we talked, a very
different story emerged. They listened. They thought deeply. And then they shared. I realized that
although I'd written volumes for tonight, I couldn’t get it right — and yet here, in this small public room,
the essence and the value of Grandparents and the elderly unfolded right before my eyes.

One woman, Nora, told us about her young son George, who hadn’t been feeling well. He said to her:
‘Mommy, will you say a prayer for me?’ And she thought immediately — I don’t think I can do that. We
need Nana. Nana knows how to pray. Her prayers are very powerful. So she rang Nana, and George
picked up the phone and said, ‘Nana, I don’t feel very well. Will you please say a prayer for me?’ The
next morning, no sore throat, no stuffy nose — off he went to school as bright as rain. That’s how faith
is passed on.

Laura spoke about her teenage daughter, Millie, who heard that her grandfather would be on his own
for the night. She immediately packed a bag and went over to stay with him. When Laura went back the
next morning, there they were — thoroughly enjoying each other’s company, sitting at the table. He’d
boiled the kettle three times to make sure her tea was hot enough. I'm not sure who was happier. That
bond, that love — that’s something rooted in families and stays with you forever.

Then Sinead, a speech therapist, spoke about her parents — people of deep faith who had endured great
tragedy, including the loss of a child. What sustained them was not explanations, but a rhythm. Daily
Mass, sacraments, adoration, prayer. It was that rhythm of faith that held them together and gave them
somewhere to place their grief. She later shared quietly that she herself had survived two bouts of stage
4 cancer, and that without her faith, she would never have come through it.

And then Breida — the woman who had said there was nothing good about getting older — she was a
single woman who had cared for her parents all her life. Faith was the centre of her life. Her community,
her volunteer work, her friends through the Church. She said as she was leaving: I feel totally energized
and revitalized.

Something else moved me deeply that morning. My husband came to collect me, and I wasn’t ready.
And Sinead, across from me, said: can I ask you something? Do you and your husband always talk to
each other like that? And I said — we do. I learned it from a dear older friend who spoke to her husband
with such tenderness, always. I learned from watching her that tenderness keeps love alive. We show,
by how we speak, what love looks like. And all the time, we are showing the example. That is passing
the faith.

Our mission now is simple, and it is serious. We have to get ourselves to heaven — and I promise you,
I'm in no hurry — and we have to help our children and Grandchildren to get there too. And I truly
believe that one day, we will all meet again in a heavenly Faith Café.

Please, don’t forget to tell your stories. In all their rawness. Don’t pretend you haven’t made mistakes
— those are the ones they want to hear. Tell them about your faith. Tell them about your struggles. And
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simply live it. Because grandparents and the elderly may well be the last line of practicing faith in many
of our families today. Our mission is simple, and it is urgent. And it is beautiful.

And now, it is my very great joy to welcome our keynote speaker this evening — someone who truly
understands the dignity, the needs, and the mission of the elderly. Someone who has walked this
journey with us. Dr. Vittorio Scelzo from the Vatican’s Dicastery for the Laity, the Family and Life —
over to you, Vittorio.

¢ KEYNOTE ADDRESS ¢

Dr. Vittorio Scelzo — Dicastery for the Laity, Family and Life, Vatican

Thank you, Catherine. It is a genuine joy to be here, and I have been waiting for this invitation for a
long time! I receive news of the Faith Café every month, and I kept wondering — why hasn’t Catherine
invited me? But I understand now: she was afraid I might say no. And let me be clear — I would never
have said no to Our Lady’s work.

I want to begin with some wonderful news. Today — the very day of this Faith Café, the 10th of February
— it was announced that the theme for the next World Day for Grandparents and the Elderly will be: I
Will Never Forget You, from the book of Isaiah. The full passage reads: even if a mother were to forget
her children, I will never forget you. This is the love of God — a love that will never forget Grandparents
and the elderly. And the fact that Pope Leo has chosen this passage tells us something profound: in his
mind, God does not forget. But there is also an urgent message here, because they are forgotten. Many
times, Grandparents and the elderly are forgotten. And so the proclamation must be made: God will
never forget them.

The Age of Force — and the Counter-Witness of Age

A few decades ago, a great Italian Catholic statesman, Giorgio La Pira, the mayor of Florence, spoke
about what he called the Age of Strength — the age of force. He was speaking of the Cold War, of the
violence of his time. But if we look around us today, we can say that we are living that age more intensely
than ever before.

If we open our newspapers or our phones, we are overwhelmed by news of violence and war — Ukraine,
Gaza, Sudan, Myanmar, Nigeria, Pakistan. Pope Leo himself, in his address to the ambassadors
accredited to the Holy See, used a startling expression: war is back on vogue. Meaning it has become
normal. Acceptable. The strong do whatever they wish. There is no longer the strength of right, but the
rise of the right of strength.

And this is not only about international relations. Language itself is becoming a weapon, used to
deceive, to strike, to offend. Our societies are becoming more violent, more divided. This is a climate —
a climate of prevarication, where the strong prevails over the weak.

So why am I speaking about all of this? Because I have been using the expression: the Age of Force, the
Age of Strength. And if you ask what old age is — it is precisely the opposite. Old age is the age of
weakness. Old age is the age of tenderness. Old age is the age of fragility. And we, as Christians — those
who believe that the meek shall inherit the earth — we are proposing a different model. A different
anthropology. A different way of being men and women.

Grandparents and the elderly represent this model beautifully. What Catherine described this evening
— those gentle, loving relationships between Grandparents and Grandchildren — they are something
very different from what we usually see in the world. They are a model. And that model is not a private
treasure to be kept within our families. We have something to propose to the whole of society.
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Fragility as a Bridge Towards Heaven

Pope Leo said something very beautiful at the Second International Congress of Pastoral Care of the
Elderly. He said that fragility, if we have the courage to acknowledge it, to embrace it, and to take care
of it, is a bridge towards heaven. He used this same expression twice — once with a million young people
at the Jubilee of Youth, and once with us, the elderly. Fragility as a bridge towards heaven.

We have something to propose. We have a road that leads to a bridge to heaven. In a time that can be
described as an age of violence and force, we are proposing something different — something made of
love, made of prayer, made of sacraments. This is a breach towards heaven.

This year, we celebrate the 800th anniversary of St. Francis of Assisi. One of the great aspects of his life
was courtesy — gentleness. He was a gentleman in a very brutal time, when towns fought one against
the other. He taught courtesy. And I think Grandparents, too, have something to teach about courtesy
— a different way of living, a different way of being human.

The Revolution of Tenderness

Pope Francis called it the revolution of tenderness. The bond between Grandparents and
Grandchildren is a real image of something different from the age of violence. It is the basis of this
revolution. But let us not keep this love only within our families. Let us go out.

The inheritance of Pope Francis’ papacy is: go out. There is a beautiful image of Jesus knocking at the
door — not to get in, but to get out of the church. So let’s go out from our communities, our families,
our boundaries. We have something to propose.

Since the World Day for Grandparents and the Elderly was instituted in 2021, our Dicastery has
proposed two ways of celebrating it. The first is to attend Mass with Grandparents and the elderly — in
the cathedral, in a shrine. The second is to visit the elderly who are alone. This year, with the theme I
Will Never Forget You, I invite you especially to visit the lonely elderly.

The Cardinal of Quebec recently shared with us that in Canada, only 10% of the elderly living in long-
term care facilities receive a visit even once a year. Only 10%. Which means the rest — 90% — are
forgotten. We need the proclamation that God never forgets. And we need to be the counter-witness.
Let us go and visit the elderly who are alone. Let us bring to them the same love we give our
Grandchildren.

I am truly convinced that Grandparents and the elderly have a mission — a mission that must not be
kept to themselves. In the night that we are experiencing, there is some light that shines. That fragility,
welcomed and embraced, is a bridge towards heaven. So let us cross that bridge — not meaning that we
are going away soon, but that we are making this world more like heaven.
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¢ DISCUSSION & CONTRIBUTIONS ¢

The following is an edited transcript of the open discussion that followed Dr. Scelzo’s address.

Catherine Wiley

Vittorio, thank you so very much. You talked about the age of brutal force, the age of strength — and
you are right that people feel overpowered. But you immediately give us hope. Because when Ilook at
that model of force and power, I immediately think of family — and I think of the role of Grandparents.
They are the stabilizers. The mothers and fathers may change, but the Grandparents do not. They are
the constant.

Everything you said leads me to the mission of the Catholic Grandparents Association: to have a
ministry for Grandparents in every parish, in every country in the world. We need an outreach. We
need our voices to be heard. And I am imploring you, Vittorio — use every bit of influence you have to
help start those outreaches and ministries for Grandparents and the elderly. The Church cannot do it
alone, and we cannot do it alone. But together, we absolutely cannot fail.

Cardinal Wilfrid Fox Napier

I think what we heard tonight was a very good reflection on the value of Grandparents — and also on a
whole culture that we should be developing in our society, so that Grandparents and Grandchildren are
able to form a foundation out of which a new society, a new age, can develop. I live very close to a school,
and when I watch the little ones, I often think about how much happier and friendlier they are because
of the influence of their Grandparents, many of whom they live with.

Ron & Mavis P. — Australia

We are both turning 9o this year — praise God, we have been extraordinarily blessed. Our health is
slowly crumbling and we find ourselves in need of a little more help. It’s a learning experience. But I
think the most important thing is that we never give up. We don’t allow ourselves to be overwhelmed
by all this horrible news. What we are really falling back on is this: it can only come through relationship
and witness. It’s a revolution of tenderness. So we put ourselves in the hands of the Lord, and we are
totally confident that the more caring and gentle we are, the more we will promote that revolution. We
start with ourselves. And we talk about it with our friends.

Mary W. — England

I want to share something that happened a couple of months ago. One Sunday it was pouring with rain.
I went to walk the dog with my autistic son, Isaac, who is 17. I fell on all fours in the middle of the
village. Isaac came and tried to get me up. A lady stopped her car and helped. But what got to me was
this: as we walked on, Isaac — who cannot speak in the usual way — took my hand. Something he had
never done before. He gave me his arm and he said to me: ‘Okay, Mary?’ I didn’t know what to do or
say.

We went on, I had two more falls, and he held me all the way home. And then we decided to bring him
to Mass. He is tall and does talk loudly. But that Sunday at Mass, he put his head on my chest. He was
so content. I brought him up for communion, and when the priest blessed him and gave me communion
— you could see on Isaac’s face: what about me? And then his arm was round my back. All the people
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around us in the pews were watching. I never said a prayer during the whole Mass. I thought: that bond
of love developed in those moments. And it really gave me a feeling of strength and answered prayers.

Dr. Vittorio Scelzo

When I heard about Isaac, I saw in the eyes of his Grandmother something that should be shown to
teach what Christianity truly is. Christianity was in that gaze — love was there. Jesus was there. We can
study theology, we can go very deep — but Christianity was in the eyes of a Grandmother looking at her
Grandson. And I want to add one thing: nobody understands the full size of God’s love. Persons with
disabilities, elderly with dementia — they remind us that God’s love is a mystery that cannot be
contained within our understanding. It is far beyond our capability. That is something they teach us.

Cardinal Wilfrid Fox Napier

I was at the Synod of Bishops in Rome some years ago, and two bishops from India told me something
striking. In their rites — the Syro-Malankara and Syro-Malabar — when a child is baptized, it receives
a drop of the Precious Blood, is anointed with chrism, and receives the Eucharist. Baptism,
confirmation, and first communion in one celebration. Because of this, when those children came to
learn their catechism, they were taught how to be Christians — not how to receive a sacrament. They
already had everything. Now they just had to live it. The faith of the family — the Grandmother’s faith
— can be the same bridge for Isaac.

Dr. Vittorio Scelzo

The Church’s teaching on this is clear: no one can be denied the sacraments because of disability. Pope
Francis has stated this explicitly. Of course, the preparation must find the right form for each person.
But the denial is not permissible. I have shared a document in our chat with resources on this — please
do make use of them. And for those in England, the Kairos Forum has done excellent work on inclusion
and the sacraments for persons with disabilities.

Geraldine D. — Australia

In our parish, we have a roster of people who bring elderly parishioners who cannot drive to Mass. But
some of those volunteers are older themselves now. Tonight made me think — what if we brought this
to our school community? We have a wonderful relationship with our local school. We could challenge
the younger parents to volunteer: to offer a lift to an elderly person, to form a relationship across the
generations. That’s how the revolution of tenderness begins in a practical way.

Catherine Wiley

Yes — and if you put a notice up in church, get it in the newsletter, one person does one thing, and the
ball starts rolling. That’s what parish ministry for Grandparents means. Just tonight, from this
conversation alone, seeds are being sown.

Michael & Christine E. — England

We are very blessed in our diocese in West Sussex. Something wonderful is being implemented called
family groups — and these are not groups of families, but rather groups made up of different
generations within a parish. The young helping with the elderly, the elderly supporting the young,
coming together around faith and community. Our deacon, Deacon Simon Smith, is leading this work,
and it is going to be a real gift for our parishes.
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Betty M. — Ireland

I didn’t want to interrupt anything during the talk, but I am so overcome and so energized by tonight.
I just feel so humble. This has been a special night. Absolutely a special night. My own work with the
Grandparents Association has been a little lukewarm lately, but I promise, I am going to get it going
again. I know I will. And I just want to say to everyone — this evening, when it came together, everything
was just right. It was in the fullness of time. Thank you to everyone.

Jane S. — Italy

I want to share something that is very close to our hearts right now. Last week, we received the news
that my 61-year-old son-in-law, Scott K., has been diagnosed with pancreatic cancer which has spread
considerably. He has four children, six grandchildren and one more on the way in March. He was a
Marine, an incredible giving person who has poured himself into his family. My daughter’s most
beautiful words to me were simply: I believe in God, and I have to go through this again. Please, keep
Scott and the family in your prayers.

Catherine Wiley

Jane, we will absolutely keep Scott in our prayers. And it makes me think — we should be doing more
with our prayer wall. When something like this comes to us, we should hold it together as a community.
We need each other as much as we ever have. Let us pray for Scott K. and for the whole family, with
love.

¢ CLOSING BLESSING ¢

Cardinal Wilfrid Fox Napier

Archbishop Emeritus of Durban, South Africa

A Blessing for Grandparents and the Elderly
Let us bow our heads and ask God to be with us.
From our position of weakness,
we apply all the love that we have.
For love conquers everything.

We bring everything that we have

to those who need help the most,

need strength the most.

We think especially of Grandparents

facing challenges in accompanying their children and Grandchildren.

Bless us, Lord, and keep us always close to you.
May we always work with your Son, Jesus Christ,
whose Grandmother was also someone very special.
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We ask a special blessing for all Grandparents gathered here this evening,
those still present and those who have gone to sleep or to their duties.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

Amen.
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¢ KEY REFLECTIONS FROM THIS SESSION ¢

As shared by Dr. Vittorio Scelzo and Catherine Wiley

We are living in an Age of Force — but old age is the age of tenderness, fragility, and meekness.
Grandparents propose a different model of being human.

Fragility, if embraced with courage, is a bridge towards heaven. This is not weakness — it is a
profound Christian witness.

The bond between Grandparents and Grandchildren is a visible image of the revolution of tenderness
— and must not be kept within the family, but shared with the world.

Visit the lonely elderly. Only 10% of those in long-term care receive even one visit a year. We are
called to be the counter-witness to a world that forgets.

Tell your stories. In all their rawness. Don’t pretend you haven’t made mistakes — those are the
stories your Grandchildren most want to hear.

¢ NEXT GRANDPARENTS FAITH CAFE ¢

Tuesday, 10 March 2026
Featuring:

Tara Rafter
Motivational Speaker - Life Coach - EVOKE Irish Life Coach of the Year 2025

Register free at: www.catholicgrandparentsassociation.org
Free « All welcome « Online via Zoom

“I will never forget you.”
— Isaiah 49:15 « Theme of the World Day for Grandparents & the Elderly
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