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My story with seniors

As a professional counselor, | have the privilege and honor to listen and journey
with my clients through their life stories. As counseling offers a safe space through
confidentiality, it provides an environment where trust between client and
counselor can be developed. As the therapeutic relationship progresses, clients
allow themselves to be vulnerable and share some of their deepest thoughts and
emotions, dreams, and frustrations. It is a place where we can celebrate the joys,
walk together through the struggles, and mourn the losses. In counseling, | have
seen clients of all ages, but | have a special heart for senior citizens.

Since | was a child, | have enjoyed interacting and talking to seniors. In my family, |
had only one now late grandmother with whom | interacted more, while my other
grandmother is in Asia, and both my grandfathers passed away when | was very
young. But in addition to knowing them, growing up, | also spent time with seniors
who were close family friends, watching TV together, eating and chatting, and | was
able to visit some retirement homes a couple of times when | went to sing with the
school choir and played with the flute group for them. | enjoyed eating snacks and
talking to them after the presentations. It brought me joy to see their happiness in
seeing us little kids visit them on those special days. Seeing some of them feeling
lonely as we left made me sad.

| believe that there is much to learn from seniors and from the life experiences that
they have. There are stories of joy and happiness, a sense of fulfilment and
gratitude, companionship and love, successes and achievements, as well as
frustrations and disappointments, grief and loneliness, unfulfilled dreames, illness



and trauma. So far in my life, | have experienced some of my own portion of joys
and sorrows, as well as pending or unfulfilled dreams. But | believe that seniors are
ahead of me and can teach me more through what they have learned and lived, the
challenges they have faced in the past, and the ones they encounter now in the
present. | like to keep in the forefront of my mind that | will someday be a senior
too. Thus, | try my best to treat them with kindness, care, and respect, as | would
like to be treated in the future. | draw this principle from what | have learned from
Jesus’ teachings and life shared in the Bible: “Teacher, which is the greatest
commandment in the Law?” Jesus replied: “/Love the Lord your God with all your
heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.” This is the first and greatest
commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself’”
(Matthew 22:36-39 — NIV).

Sharing and learning from a senior’s story

As | like learning from the life of seniors, I'd like to share with you one story about
a senior in particular. As confidentiality is key to counseling, this is not a client’s
story. This one is public as it was published online, and | only know this senior from
afar, from her interview to a podcast and from reading her blog: her name is
Fayrene Clark-Reese. | admire her and | believe her story is an inspiring testimony
of the joy, sorrow and hope that we can have throughout our life’s journey.

A couple years ago, Fayrene used to have a blog, in which she would call herself
“The Optimistic Octogenarian.” | first heard her story on the podcast of the ministry
“Boundless” from “Focus on the Family” in 2017
(https://www.boundless.org/people/clark-reese-fayrene/), and | liked it so much
that | started following her blog, where she used to post regularly. Sadly, a couple
years ago, she announced that she would stop writing on her blog, and its website
is no longer available online. But | remember and wrote some personal notes about
her story since it was so remarkable to me, and | will be sharing them here.



The story of Fayrene Clark-Reese

Fayrene is an American missionary who served God in the US and abroad, especially
in Belgium, Europe. Her story draws people’s attention because she got married for
the first time in her life at the age of 77. Her husband, Cecil, was 80 years old and a
widower when they got married.

The beauty and power of their story lie first in the way they approached each other
and decided to get married: Cecil, his wife, and Fayrene were long-term friends. A
while after Cecil’s wife passed away, as they continued their friendship, Fayrene
was surprised when he showed interest in establishing a romantic relationship with
her at the age that they were at. They got married and had their honeymoon in
Hawaii.

As she talked about her story, Fayrene shared that looking back, she thought that
God had said “No” to her regarding the dream of marriage. She had constantly had
the desire to get married throughout her life, but she realized that, being a
missionary abroad, the potentially available Christian men were very few. Also, she
humorously described that she would read the Christian newsletters from the US,
and whenever she saw that there was a new widower, she would wonder if she
could be a potential new wife for him, only to receive very shortly after, another
newsletter informing that this widower was about to get married soon. Fayrene
lived until her late 70s to then find out that God’s answer to her regarding marriage
was actually “Wait”, instead of “No”. And she waited for over 50 years! She shared
that her marriage to Cecil was a very happy one, with much laughter and
companionship.

Secondly, the beauty and power of this story lie in the fact that after all these
decades of waiting, the dream was fulfilled, and then quickly and sadly came to an
end: Fayrene and Cecil’s marriage lasted only 5 months and 11 days, as he passed
away, after having some health issues and going under treatment for a little while.
In her interview with “The Boundless Show,” Fayrene said that she suffered deeply
with Cecil’s death. In her grief, she said that she talked to God, telling Him that she



had learned to live contentedly and independently as a single woman, and
qguestioned why He had interfered in her life, and why He had not left her alone...

She came to a moving conclusion: she knew God and had walked with Him for 75
years. And knowing Him, whether she liked it or not, she had to trust Him, because
He had never failed her. Her posture reminds me of the verses in Proverbs 3:5-6
(NIV): “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own
understanding; in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths
straight.”

So, little by little, as she continued to grieve, she began to feel better. She continues
to miss Cecil and to value the story they lived together. At 80 years old, she started
her blog, in which she shared stories of her childhood, family and life with Cecil, as
well as reflections on current times. Fayrene was very humorous in her blog
writings and had the optimistic trademark of concluding them all with the
sentence: “The sun will come out tomorrow.” Unfortunately, | couldn’t find online
new updates about Fayrene to share with you here, but | hope and pray that she
may continue to be doing well as the “Optimistic Octogenarian”.

Reflecting on Fayrene’s story

| admire and learn from Fayrene’s example as she learned to live with what she
thought was the “No” answer from God with contentment and independence. In
another episode of the same podcast “The Boundless Show”, | heard once the
teaching that instead of the common saying “The grass is greener on the other
side”, we could reframe and think about it in terms of “The grass is greener where
it is watered”. Using this analogy, we can think that even though Fayrene had and
kept the dream of marriage in her heart, she learned to water the grass where she
was at, which was singleness, making it greener, while at the same time longing to
be on the grass of marriage “on the other side”.

It also required some courage from both Fayrene and Cecil to be willing to start a
romantic relationship and get married at the ages of 77 and 80. They decided to



continue watering their grass together, moving from watering the “grass on
singleness” and the “grass on widowhood” to the “grass on marriage”. Looking at
their story, | can imagine that they probably could anticipate that they would not
be like other couples who celebrate many decades of marriage, but they still
decided to move forward in this direction. It is admirable and it warms my heart to
know that they were able to be happy together, love and offer companionship to
each other during their time of friendship, engagement and marriage at their
advanced age.

But also, that’s why it feels painful to know that, in terms of dreams and
expectations, it all ended much sooner than | believe any of them would have
expected. Especially thinking about Fayrene, after all those years of watering her
“grass on singleness”, she was happily surprised with the fulfillment of her dream,
to then have it taken away shortly after. It is admirable and comforting to see that
Fayrene was able to be honest with God about her grief, sadness and suffering,
talking to Him about these, and that she was also able to keep trusting in Him after
wrestling with Him.

God — our comforter and the reason for our hope

It is comforting to know that God allows space for our grief and sorrow and
welcomes us to be honest with Him about our feelings, as the Bible says: "You keep
track of all my sorrows. You have collected all my tears in your bottle. You have
recorded each one in your book" (Psalm 56:8 — NLT).

| believe that as a missionary, Fayrene had her fair share of experiences with God,
having walked with Him through ups and downs in life, so that, as she faced the
deep loss of Cecil, she could remind herself of those memories, thoughts and
feelings she had experienced with God in the past, knowing God and His character,
and trusting Him for this life and for eternity. All those years of watering her “grass
on singleness” helped her to know how to water the “grass on marriage” and now
water the “grass on widowhood” too.



As | think about trust, I’d like to share with you a little bit more about who this God
is. | believe that God is good, that He loves us to the point of sending His one and
only son Jesus, who was born fully God and fully man, and died on the cross for the
sins of each and every person in this world, resurrecting after 3 days. He did all this
in order to have a relationship with us, since Jesus is the way for us to be able to
reconnect with Him after the Fall, the moment humanity broke the relationship
with Him. He is all-knowing, all-powerful, all-present, and He is gracious and kind,
just and merciful. He is the provider and the protector, the creator of all things and
all people, and the One who will make all things new, on a day when there will be
no more pain, no more sorrow, and no more tears, when all who believe in Him will
not perish, but will live with Him on these new heavens and new earth forever. As
we wait for that day, what we seek to do in counseling is to journey with each
person towards healing and restoration of some of the effects of the brokenness in
this world that affects their lives, following Jesus’ teachings.

Do you have any dreams? | hope Fayrene's story provided encouragement to you
whether your dreams have been fulfilled, were delayed, or appear to be lost.
Throughout your life you might have dedicated years nurturing dreams like being
married, having a child, getting into a specific career or job position, or you may be
currently living through a difficult marriage, facing challenges in parenting, grieving
a divorce, enduring widowhood, the treatment of a serious illness or feeling more
and more the effects of aging as you perform ordinary daily routines. Like Fayrene
you may question if God has responded with "No" to your yearning when the
response could really be "Wait."

Wherever you find yourself, | would like to remind you that your story is still being
written, and you don't need to face your journey by yourself. Me and my colleagues
at Herald Counseling Services are here to walk with you throughout your journey
by providing care, compassion and comfort as we have received it from Jesus, our
Lord and Savior, and the reason for our hope. You can read more about our team
and request an appointment through our website: www.cchchouston.org
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