
Engaging Aging 

Driving and loss of driving privileges are among the most emotionally charged 

and neuralgic issues facing the rapidly aging populations in both the U.S. and 

the many religious orders ministering here.   It is estimated that by 2030, 20% of 

the U.S. population will be classified as elders, a mark most religious orders 

passed many years ago.  As we confront the increasing inability of many of our 

members to drive we must be aware that how we handle the problem can serve 

as an example, positive or negative, for American society. 

The normal physiological changes of aging usually do not interfere with an elder 

driverôs ability to drive safely.  However, the cognitive changes of dementia 

make all individuals who manifest them, no matter what their age, prematurely 

unsafe drivers who must be removed from the road. 

Dementia, of which Alzheimerôs is only one form, is an acquired cognitive disor-

der that is uncommon under 65 but shows a prevalence of 40%  by the late 80ôs.  

By definition dementia impairs multiple cognitive domains including: memory, 

visuospatial abilities, and executive functions.  These last are  sophisticated inte-

grative cognitive functions that allow the individual to translate simple ideas and 

actions into complex, goal-directed, problem-solving behaviors.  One need not 

think too deeply to realize how impairment in these functions might impair driv-

ing ability. 

Both the prevalence of dementia and the incidence 

of injuries/fatalities per million miles driven increase 

linearly with age.   Motor vehicle accidents are the 

leading cause of injury related death in the 65 to 74 

year age group and the (Continued on page 2)       
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second leading cause in those above 75. With a failure rate on formal driving tests between 24% and 60%, 

drivers with dementia are 2.4 to 4.7 times more likely to be involved in an accident than age-matched non-

cognitively impaired drivers.  The most sobering analysis of the driving risk  of patients with early to mild de-

mentia comes from neurologist Richard Dubinsky who notes that drivers with questionable or early Alz-

heimerôs have a risk of accidents similar to that of intoxicated drivers with a blood alcohol level of 0.08 while 

those with mild Alzheimerôs have a relative risk of crashes greater than what society tolerates for any group, 

including intoxicated and the youngest of teenage drivers. 

There are excellent elder drivers.  Many of them set self-imposed limits on their driving such as avoiding ex-

pressways at rush hour, not driving in foul weather, and driving only during daylight hours.  Unfortunately, 

many drivers with dementia, like intoxicated drivers, lack the insight to realize that they are impaired.   Red 

flags that suggest a cognitively impaired driver is no longer safe behind the wheel include:  getting lost in fa-

miliar territory, misjudging distances, inappropriate speed, missing signs and signals, accidents or near 

misses, and, perhaps most sensitive of all, ñpassenger panic.ò 

There are no easy solutions though religious may have more options for rides than those who do not live in 

community.  Several years ago the U.S. Assistancy of the Society of Jesus adopted a uniform driving policy 

for all provinces.  At 70 all Jesuits must take the American Association of Retired Persons (AARP) ñ55 Aliveò 

course, a short inexpensive refresher on safe driving.  At 75 each man must take an on-road exam under the 

supervision of a licensed occupational therapist.  While he has the option of remediation, should he fail a sec-

ond time he is no longer permitted to drive.  Two moving violations in one year or concern about a manôs driv-

ing ability on the part of the provincial also trigger a driving test. 

The situation will not be any easier as baby boomer religious, many of whom learned to drive young and 

drove far, fast and frequently, begin to confront the onset of dementia and other conditions which prohibit driv-

ing.   It will be a time at which the Suscipe of St. Ignatius of Loyola, ñTake, Lord, and receive, all my liberty...ò 

will take on new poignancy. 

The National Religious                

Retirement Office                          

has been collecting samples of 

driving policies from religious 

institutes.   To view samples 

please go to our website at: 

www.usccb.org/nrro  and 

click on the link for                          

"Sample Policies."                     

If you would like your policy 

added to this collection, please 

send it by email attachment  in 

Word format to: 

RMetzger@usccb.org  
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Take, Lord, receive, all my liberty:                                         

my memory, my understanding,           

my entire will ð                                              

all that I am and possess.                                                         

You have given all to me;                                                                

I now give all back to you, Lord.                                                

All this is yours,                                                                            

dispose of it according to your will.                                   

Give me only your love and your grace:                            

that is enough for me.         St. Ignatius of Loyola      

http://www.usccb.org/nrro
mailto:RMetzger@usccb.org


Page 3 Engag ing  Ag ing  Vo lume  4 ,  I ssue  1  

From the Offices of NRROé   
         Brother Robert Metzger, SM, Associate Director of Planning & Education  

Over the last several months staff members of NRRO have been asked to give pres-

entations on current issues facing religious institutes and their elder members.  One 

ñhotò topic that seems to arise each time is that of driving policies and testing of 

elder members.  This is one of the reasons why we decided to focus this issue of 

Engaging Aging on driving by our elder members and policies developed by several 

religious institutes. 

Experts predict that 37 million Americans will be age 65 by the year 2020 and at 

least 90 percent of them will be licensed to drive.  More than 196,000 seniors were 

involved in crashes in 2007, according to statistics from the National Highway Traffic 

Safety Administration.  With the exception of teenagers, older Americans have the 

highest crash death rate per mile driven. 

Traffic safety is vital for drivers of all ages, but older drivers experience physical changes that can affect driv-

ing ability including changes in vision, reaction time and flexibility.  However, these skills deteriorate slowly 

over time, which is why itôs important for drivers to regularly ñself-checkò their driving skills.  Senior drivers are 

generally smart drivers.  They know their limitations, so they drive less, less at night and less in inclement 

weather.  However, senior drivers injure more easily than younger drivers.  The problem is not that senior 

drivers crash more but that they are more likely to die from injuries or get hurt. 

In 1997 I was appointed to our Provincial Council with responsibilities for all temporal affairs.  Shortly before 

my appointment our Provincial Chapter passed a new driving policy that I needed to implement.  Our policy 

called for an in-vehicle test every 2 years for all brothers 70 years of age and older, along with all members 

who had an at-fault accident in the previous two years.   

The Provincial and I would review the results of the driving tests and decide which of us would speak to our 

brothers who failed the test.  One of the hardest tasks I had to do was to go to one of my brothers and tell him 

he was no longer allowed to drive.  A few brothers voluntarily gave up driving shortly before their driving test 

was to be administered.  These examples were minimal so it usually came down to telling someone they 

could no longer drive.  Even though this was a difficult task, it was something that needed to be done for their 

own safety and the safety of others. 

In this issue of Engaging Aging we have listed websites that contain a wealth of information about aging and 

driving.  NRRO has begun collecting samples of driving policies from religious congregations around 

the country.  You can find these policies on our website: www.usccb.org/nrro   If you would like to add 

your driving policy to our website, please send it to me and I will include it. My email address is 

RMetzger@usccb.org         

The NRRO Listserv is a good place for a conversation about this subject. If you are not on our Listserv and 

would like to join, please send your email address to me and I will add your name.  We encourage you to 

share your experience so that we may learn from one another how to provide for the mobility and safety of 

our elders in ways that respect their dignity and life experience. 

http://www.usccb.org/nrro
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ñIt started like a seed, an awareness germinating within me.  I could tell that my illness, Multiple Sclerosis, 

was getting worse.  Little things were gradually becoming more than I could handle; shopping, running the 

sweeper.  In December it became too difficult for me to get to the school where I was working.   I knew some-

thing had to change.ò   

And change it did!  Recently, Sister Ann Francis left her inner city apartment to move into her Motherhouseôs 

supportive living.  One thing, however, remained the same.  When it came time to leave, Sister Ann Francis 

did the driving. 

ñMy friends call me stubborn when it comes to accepting help,ò she said 

while laughing.  ñI prefer to think of myself as independent.ò   There was a 

pause, and a wistful wondering as she asked, ñHave you ever seen any-

one who wanted to be dependent?ò 

We talked about measures of autonomy that gradually slip away in the 

face of aging and illness: choices about where you will live; engagement in 

ministries; the ability to go where you want, when you want.  ñBottom lineò 

she proclaimed, ñIôm not ready to give up driving yet.ò 

With that, the questions I posed to her got harder.  Still, Sister never wa-

vered in her willingness to continue the interview, sharing her own delib-

erations about retaining driving privileges.  ñThis is good,ò she kept repeat-

ing.  ñThese are good questions.  I know my friends are concerned, but we 

donôt seem to talk about it.ò  After a thoughtful pause, she added, ñI think 

maybe we all need to talk more directly about it together.  It might help me 

to decide.ò 

Our conversation swayed like a pendulum between points of assurance in her physical abilities      

to courageous moments of doubt in the face of self-scrutiny.  Proud of having passed a profes-

sional driving assessment two years ago, Sister was equally humble in acknowledging a de-

cline in her physical strength since then.  Confident in her abilities to drive herself, she also 

addressed a hesitancy to have others in the car with her out of concern for their safety.  

When asked about objective criteria that she might be using to judge her abilities behind the 

wheel, Sister replied, ñMy criteria are my intuition, my own self.  I feel like I know myself 

well enough to know when I need to hang up the keys.  For now, Iôm cautious, use com-

mon sense, and strategize when I drive.  Iôm careful to plan my routes, avoid heavy traf-

fic, and stay within a certain perimeter.ò  Then, in the same (Continued on page 5)     
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breath she countered, ñBut I know that my leg doesnôt hold its strength as long as it used to.ò  And the return 

swing in reasoning: ñMaybe Iôm hanging on to a thread,ò she said, ñbut I believe the regular physical therapy is 

going to help me get back some of my strength.   After only three days, I already have more confidence in 

myself.ò  We both smiled hopefully. 

Eventually, it came; that awkward silence signaling an ending to the conversation.  Neither one of us quite 

knew how to close what had clearly been privileged time.  It was Sr. Ann Francis who began.  ñYou know,ò 

she said, looking out the window at the snow that had started to fall, 

ñsaying óyesô to moving to the Motherhouse was a giving over.  Say-

ing óyesô to resigning from my school ministry was a giving over.  

Sure, there are many advantages in my life now.  The pros outweigh 

the cons here in the Motherhouse.  But they have come with a cost.ò 

Her voice became softer.  We waited together.  ñIôm realizing the limi-

tation I need to faceé Iôm in the last throes of my life.ò  She looked 

directly at me.  ñYou know?ò she asked.  I held her gaze in silence.  

ñBut I donôt believe itôs over,ò she continued.  ñI want to live my life!  

But, how?ò 
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A Sister of St. Joseph of Baden, Pennsylvania for 55 years, Sister Ann Francis has served in the min-
istries of education, school administration, elected congregational leadership, and social services to 
those people struggling in urban poverty.  Since 1975, she has done it all while carrying a diagnosis 
of Multiple Sclerosis.  Sister is currently in discernment regarding her next ministry.     

While preparing this issue of Engaging Aging, I re-

ceived a call from my niece, Suzanne, asking for 

help.  She and her husband, Beau, had to plan the 

childrenôs liturgy for the first Sunday of Lent.  Did I 

have any ideas as to how to catch and hold the at-

tention of 60 kiddos?   

In short, no.  They are far more imaginative than I.  

Once, when sharing with their children about the 

multiplication of the loaves and 

fishes, Beau used Pepperidge 

Farm goldfish crackers to make 

his point.  I rest my case! 

Still, we had a wonderful con-

versation, exploring the mean-

ing of Lent, prayer, and family.  

As I hung up, it struck me that 

we donôt talk about such things 

very often.  I think we might be missing something 

remarkable.  For when we take the risk to speak of 

matters close to our hearts, itôs almost transforma-

tive. 

That was my experience doing the interview (see 

page 4) with Sr. Ann Francis. Crossing boundaries of 

daily banter, we moved to a new place in relation-

ship. Writing the story, I began to wonder how I might 

be invited into such honesty about my life choices.                   

This coming May is Older Americans Month 

(w w w .a oa . gov / p r e s s / obs e r v a nc e s / o a m /

oam.aspx ). In celebration of the event, we invite you 

to share with an elder.  Take a risk to go beyond the 

ordinary and watch the extraordinary unfold.    

Blessings on your Lent, and may the Easter flame 

dispel our darkness and unite us in its light!  Be well.   

From the Editorôs Desk 
 Sister Sherryl White, CSJ, Ph.D., Psychologist, Pittsburgh, PA  


