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Social day care offers seniors an alternative to loneliness
By Teresa A. Parsons
For all of their working lives, Sister Mary
Rose and Sister Mary Howard have cared for
elderly people. During the past 26 years,
they've worked as a team, in the Sisters of
Mercy motherhouse infirmary.
But last year, both sisters decided it was
time for a change.
Realizing that families everywhere face
some very difficult choices in caring for
elderly parents or relatives, they looked for
an opportunity t<Tput their expertise to work
in the community. Their search led them to
St. Cecilia's in Elmira, where last summer
they opened the Mercy Care Center, a social
daycare center for senior citizens.
Studies show that in Chemung County and
elsewhere, advances in medical care are
enabling people to enjoy longer and healthier
lives. But programs to maintain the quality
of their lives-have not kept pace. Several
Elmira-area agencies address the primary
medical and physical needs of older people
— from housing to nutrition. Social programs, however, are viewed as secondary and
expendable.
As a result, older people who are physically able to remain at home but need the
stimulation and companionship-of others
may be forced to consider moving to nursing
homes or institutions. •
Social day care is for' such relatively
healthy elderly people. The Mercy Care
Center provides a friendly atmosphere and
activities for its guests while allowing thei/
regular care-givers — whether children or
spouses — to have the occasional respite they
need.
Because several such programs had already
been established in Rochester, the sisters,

Judging by tiiestoti^cs>(the Mercy Care
Center should be^a.raguigi suceto. But
altnough they cah handle p many as seven
guests at once, depending on theiieyel of care
necessary for each, Sister Mary, Howard and
Sister Mary Rosfenav^wnMiraUy had only one
or two guests per day;

"It's been slow taking off," Sister Mary
Rose admitted. One reason, she believes, is
because the idea is new to the area. "Word
just hasn't gotten out yet," she said.
Anpther reason is that it's just as hard to
leave a parent with strangers as to leave, a
child, Sister Maty Howard explained. She
described one woman who cried at leaving
her 95-year-old mother with them even
though she was only going to be gone for an
hour.

Jeff GouMing/CouriOT-Joumal
Sister M a r y R090(toft) and Sister Mary H o w a r d a r e n ' t averse t o working in t h e craft room
of t h e Mercy Care Center t h e m s e l v e s f r o m t i m e t o time.

sponsored by their congregation, sought a
facility in an area with a greater need.
The need and therightplace came together
for them at St. Cecilia's in Elmira, where
half of the rectory was vacant and the parish
was willing to host the center.
After a winter spent scraping walls,
painting and gathering furniture from donations and thrift shops, the sisters opened the
center this summer.
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To date, their guests have varied from a
woman who stayed for an afternoon while
her husband had tests done at a nearby
hospital to a 78-year-old woman who lives in
a nursing home, but visits twice a week.
In the latter case, the woman began
coming to the center while still living with her
daughter. The daughter, who has a family
and was also working full time and attending
night school, finally decided she could no
longer care for her mother adequately at
home. So she placed her mother in a nursing
home down the street from St. Cecilia's.
Theelderly woman has continued to visit
the Mercy Cafe Center out of pure enjoyment; she loves to paint and listen to music.
Already she has finished gifts for her entire
family and filled a spare room at the cotter
with small, painted Christmas ornaments,
candle holders and other wooden items,
which Sister Mary Rose cuts with a table saw
in the basement.
Besides arts arid crafts, the sisters organize
games and exercises, and provide cultural
enrichment with movies, slides, music, poetry and television. A small chapel on the
second floor provides guests with a chance
for quiet prayer. Meals and snacks are also
provided for the guests.
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"Her mother made her feel guilty," Sister
Mary Rose explained, noting that it's equally
difficult for the elderly person" to accept
being left with strangers. Some of the
center's guests are afraid the first time they
visit that no one will return to get them.
"They wonder if they're really going to a
nursing home," she said.
The center's elderly, guests also tend to be
very family-oriented people who may. have
cared for their own parents at home. They
can't understand why their children work —
especially their daughters. And they resist
letting go of their own independence.
Thanks to more than half a century of
combined experience in geriatrics, Sister
Mary Rose and Sister Mary Howard are
experts at handling such sensitivities gently.
' 'The people who come here are very loved,"
Sister Mary Howard said. "We like to say
'they come from a home to a home.'"
For the sisters, any difficulties encountered are outweighed by the joy they find in
their ministry to older people. "It's a
beautiful time of life," Sister Mary Rose
said. "These people-have a lot of spirit and a
lot of wisdom to give. You wonder some- "
times who's really doing the giving here."
•

•

•

During the hectic holiday season, the
Mercy Care Center could be a life saver for
Elmira-area residents who care for&elderly
p e r s o n s . For i n f o r m a t i o n , c a l l
(607)734-3451.

THOUGHTS TO CONSIDER
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Can I have a funeral if
I choose cremation?
Yes! The funeral is a tribute to life.
It affords relatives and friends a
chance to express their feelings
about death and about the deceased. It also provides social
support. Following the service the
body is then taken tefa crematory
where it is burnedJThe remaining
material after crer/fation are called
"cremains" which are returned to
the family, buried or scattered according to the families wishes.
Cremation or burial are choices families should discuss together so
that the most meaningful choice
meets the wishes of the entire family. Final decisions are family decisions that survivors must live
with.
We purchase alt forms of insurance to protect our family & assets, not because we expect the worst to happen, but to be prepared. Doesn't it make sense then
to prepare for what will happen. Let our trained counselors assist you with the many options available In
planning for a worry-free future.
Burial
Cremation
Entombment

SCHAUMAN FUNERAL
HOME
2100 St. Paul St.

342-3400

CARROLL'S
RESTAURANT
1768 E. Main St.
288-9631
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