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Book Review

Joy in the Evening of our Lives: Nurturing the Elderly soul 
Author: Joan Englander

 
Reviewed by Dr. Charles Killingsworth, CTRS, Professor, Department of Health,  
Human Performance and Recreation, Pittsburg State University, Pittsburg, KS

For those that work with aged persons in long term care or assisted living facilities, Joy in the 
Evening of Our Lives is an outstanding resource of stories, personal reflection, and ideas that can 
be used to more effectively make the lives of those living in these facilities much more pleasant 
and even rewarding. Dr. Tom “Raccoon” Smith, who is and has been an experiential educator for 
decades and studied with Dr. Carl Rogers, had this to say about this book at the 37th Annual Mid-
West Symposium on Therapeutic Recreation and Adapted Physical Activity (April 2008):

 I like this book.  Englander addresses questions about adjustment to aging and the 
role of caregivers with bits of wisdom and recommendations that should be helpful and 
inspiring for those who deal with the elderly.  At the core, I think Englander is pointing 
out that the key for good adjustment to aging, and also for cultivating nurturing skills 
for caregiving, is the process of personal growth.  I agree with that argument, because I 
believe the personal growth process is for all of life—and aging and dying are indeed  
a part of life.
The book is divided into two parts:  Part One – Embracing the Inner Person, and Part Two—

Enhancing Our Spiritual Life.  In both sections, Ms. Englander draws from her personal experi-
ences in working as a “Healing Companion®” to older persons in a variety of long term care facili-
ties. Healing Companions® are “an adjunct to traditional caregiving created to support elders.  This 
service honors the inner life of elders through intimate dialogue, music, movement, storytelling, 
art, dreams, poetry, and prayer”  (Englander, pg. xii).

The range of topics in this book facilitates the exploration of working with elderly persons 
using a wide variety of “interventions” and “being there” for those she encounters in her interac-
tions.  From individual one-on-one sessions to group activities, Englander’s repertoire is extensive 
and her ability to adapt to the moment illustrates the need for all caregivers to be more accepting 
of the people for whom they are responsible.  After all, it is the caregivers that can either positively 
or negatively affect the lives of those for whom they provide the care.  

In Part One, Englander focuses upon the inner person, both of the elderly individual and the 
Healing Companion®.  This is accomplished through her descriptions of how she works with a va-
riety of residents in long term care facilities, as well as her experiences in other countries and with 
a wide variety of international figures such as Mother Teresa, Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, 
and Dr. Robert Muller, Former U. N. Assistant Secretary General.  She also has the support of Dr. 
Bernie Siegel, Dr. Jeff Kane, Dr. Murray Stein, and others.

A common theme throughout the 13 chapters of Part One is for the Healing Companion® to 
not only help the elderly more effectively express themselves, but also look inward and “face our 
own shadow”. Understanding the importance of pain in the lives of elderly is also emphasized, as 
“Pain can make us better or bitter” (p. 144).  
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One of the many important points made in this book is that in using the creative arts as an 
intervention service provider (Healing Companions®, Therapeutic Recreation Specialists, Activity 
Directors, and others), one must be abundantly aware that everyone can draw (as well as paint, act, 
sing, create stories, etc.).  Some people happen to have artistic technique, but this is unnecessary; 
it is the process that is most important.

In Part Two, Englander explores the spiritual side of life and its importance in the lives of 
elderly people, as well as in our own lives.  Again, through stories of her encounters and work with 
elders, Englander discusses the need to assist elders in looking at spirituality and does this from a 
broad perspective.  Spirituality includes one’s relationship with God, or other higher power, as well 
as one’s sense of soul or being and the relationships one has with the world and others within our 
circle of daily life contacts.  She is bold enough to discuss “Why Can’t We Talk About God?” and 
the role of prayer in caring for elders. Englander also explores the importance of ritual and facing 
death as a part of life.

Finally, Englander provides us with “A New Vision of Eldercare” to conclude this most in-
spirational book.  She believes that “The essence of eldercare needs to change:  inner wellness and 
attention to the spiritual self need to become the core from which eldercare programs are devel-
oped.”  At the heart of this vision is a call to eldercare providers to look beyond the completion of 
the daily tasks and duties of their jobs so that they are able to truly recognize each individual and 
facilitate that person’s life expression.

This book, through the stories told, brings together many wonderful ideas, thoughts, feelings, 
and approaches to working with elderly persons that can help caregivers of elders (and others) 
learn about their elders, themselves, and their own personal aging process.  This, in turn, can make 
the caregiver a much more effective provider. The reader can find this wonderful book by Joan 
Englander on her website: www.joanenglander.com; e-mail: healing@joanenglander.com. 
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