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1

Part 1

UNDERSTANDING 
AN EPIDEMIC
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3

LONELY AMERICANS
Studying Our Loneliness

I can’t remember at what point I realized that I would probably 
go two years without a hug. Nobody knew how much worse 
the pandemic would get, but I knew I would be stuck in place 
for the duration. My friends felt a world away. Phone calls with 
my family had become strained. I couldn’t tell how they were 
really doing or articulate how I was handling the stress. The 
fact is I had stopped showering altogether, and I was watching 
the Lord of the Rings movies repeatedly.

I believe winter was approaching when the realization about 
huglessness hit me. Holidays loomed in the near future, and I 
wondered if I could deal with a Thanksgiving by myself, with 
horse meat instead of turkey.

I was in Central Asia. It was 2004.
That period, when I was a Peace Corps volunteer, was one 

of my deepest experiences of loneliness. I was in a community 
where only one person I knew spoke English well. I could talk 
on a pay phone with people in the United States— through a 
very bad connection where I could always hear a third person 
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breathing on the line— once every two weeks. I got sick a lot. 
I didn’t bathe much since the Turkish bathhouse was open to 
women just one day a week, during a time when I was sched-
uled to teach. People I didn’t know would come to my house 
to ask me to help them cheat on their English tests. I started 
talking to myself.

But there were bright spots. On Sunday nights the main tele-
vision station would air Jackie Chan movies. I watched them 
with my tiny sixty- something landlady/roommate. We would 
sit next to each other on the floor cushions, and she would 
slap my knee during the funniest parts. Laughing at the same 
thing with another human was like gulping down chocolate 
milk after a hard run.

It dawned on me that my students were lonely too. They had 
come to a boarding school with Dickensian meals and disci-
pline, and they missed their families. So I designed a class or 
two based on the Townes Van Zandt song “If I Needed You,” 
covered by Emmylou Harris. It was good teaching material 
because it used the subjunctive mood properly, but I mostly 
played it because it felt good. Like many of the Bible passages 
on loneliness, the song doesn’t use the word lonely or loneli-
ness, but we all knew the underlying meaning.

If I needed you, would you come to me?
Would you come to me for to ease my pain?

The song connected with me and my students because it 
was a cry to someone we trusted, a cry of vulnerability, a cry 
for belongingness and to be taken care of in our low moments. 
In the song, someone answers that cry. In our real lives at the 
time, the answer was wait.

My students and I are not the only ones to look to music 
and art when we feel most lonesome. Linford Detweiler and 
Karin Bergquist are a husband- and- wife team who have made 
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dozens of albums in their twenty- five- plus years as part of 
the band Over the Rhine. Widely respected for the beauty of 
their lyrics and music, Over the Rhine is among the groups 
that seem to be assigned to a different genre with each album 
they put out.

As Bergquist once said when kicking off a 2019 concert near 
Washington, DC, “We’re going to bring you down. It’s what 
we do best.” Their music is emotionally complex, and much 
of it is undeniably lonesome. Detweiler told me, “Karin and I 
have often referred to songs as ‘safe containers for pain.’ Songs 
can hold something for you (both the writer and the listener) 
and, in so doing, help you release something heavy that maybe 
you don’t want to carry around every day. The song will do the 
heavy lifting for you.”1

Is that why it felt good to listen to music about loneliness 
when I felt lonely? Detweiler affirms that there can be a ca-
thartic effect. He says, “I don’t necessarily understand it, but 
‘lonely’ songs can make us feel less alone, like we are seen, like 
others have been there too.”2

In fact, the song “If I Needed You” still whisks me back 
fifteen years to a daybed in a little room on a steppe where 
Scythians’ horses had grazed, where I sat smelling like sweaty 
wool and writing long letters in Word XP.

And it turned out well enough. Some of my prayers for hugs 
were answered in the form of packages. The bird flu pandemic 
resulted in a few hundred deaths but was brought under con-
trol. I made a local friend or two. I acquired a taste for horse 
and was able to celebrate holidays with my wonderfully warm, 
funny house church.

In 2020, when the COVID-19 pandemic hit the United 
States— killing hundreds of thousands— millions of people 
were stuck at home and feeling the way I did when I thought I 
would not get a hug for two years.

Or were they?
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More than one survey revealed that people in the United 
States did not feel more lonely months into the pandemic and 
social isolation than they had before. What can explain this? 
And what explains the rise in loneliness in the years leading 
up to that point?

Why, when we have so many means of communication and 
getting close to each other, are we more lonely than ever re-
corded? Why did we seem to stop getting lonelier just when 
our ability to connect in person shut off suddenly?

The answers lie in a few themes woven through the chapters 
that follow: belonging, security, expectations, and closeness.

The Research

Most of the statistics in this book come from two surveys 
conducted by Barna Group as part of their OmniPoll series.3 
People could take these surveys online. Just over one thousand 
participants completed the first survey between February 18 
and March 4, 2020. Throughout the book, when I write “in 
the winter of 2020,” the data comes from that survey. This 
represents a more normal time in the lives of Americans, so I 
use it often for more generalized statements about Americans’ 
loneliness. One thousand participants completed the second 
survey between April 28 and May 11, 2020. Throughout the 
book, when I write “in the spring of 2020,” the data comes 
from that survey.

Data scientists at Barna weighted the results from the two 
surveys so that the proportion in age, ethnicity, education level, 
region, and gender would match the proportion of Americans 
in those groups, allowing for better extrapolation. There’s rea-
sonable certainty that if a different group of US adults took 
the surveys over again, the statistics we’d get would be about 
the same— within a few points of the winter and spring 2020 
surveys.
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A third, earlier Barna study looked at young adults around 
the world. This is the Connected Generation report.4 Since this 
applies only to young people, I don’t refer to it as often. How-
ever, it has some fascinating insights about differences in how 
young people around the world feel.5

Statisticians and researchers have to look at a number of 
factors to decide what the data is saying— and whether it’s 
worth talking about. In this book, I try to report differences that 
have a very low likelihood of being accidental (that is, they’re 
statistically significant) and are also big enough in magnitude 
to make a noticeable difference in life.

Intuition is a wonderful gift for a researcher. However, intu-
ition should never stand untested. Without quantitative results, 
we’d never know whether it was our assumptions or a real 
understanding of people that led us to our conclusions.

Barna Group has been studying and interviewing people 
for decades, and their research brings people’s actual thoughts 
and experiences to the table, rather than researchers’ guesses at 
them. A key part of what Barna and I did was to ask questions 
that would confirm or deny that my educated guesses about 
loneliness were accurate. Some were and some weren’t.

Loneliness is difficult to measure and compare from per-
son to person because it’s subjective. People who say they feel 
lonely are lonely. And sometimes people who don’t say they 
feel lonely are lonely too.

To study loneliness, we can use a number of techniques to 
try to get reliable information on loneliness in big groups. We 
can ask people how often they feel lonely, how lonely they feel, 
when they feel lonely, and how long they have felt lonely. We can 
also ask indirectly about loneliness. One often- used battery of 
questions, the UCLA Loneliness Scale, uses this technique. The 
questions include “How much of the time do you feel you lack 
companionship? How much of the time do you feel left out? 
How much of the time do you feel that you are ‘in tune’ with 
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other people?”6 The scale asks people to answer with responses 
like “often,” “sometimes,” “rarely,” or “never.”

Asking people to say whether they felt lonely often, some-
times, rarely, or never leaves us with yet another very subjective 
measure, and it’s hard to draw conclusions when one person’s 
“often” may be weekly and another’s may be daily. So, in the 
Barna studies, I asked respondents how often they had felt 
lonely in the past week and allowed them to select a specific, 
yet not too specific, time frame (“not daily but during at least 
one day”). In this book, when I talk about the frequency of 
loneliness in the Barna studies, it’s based on answers to that 
question.

In addition, I asked those who had felt lonely in the past 
week how painful their loneliness was, giving a seven- point 
scale and guidelines at the bottom (“barely noticeable”), middle 
(“intense”), and top (“unbearable”) of the scale. When I talk 
about the intensity or pain of loneliness, I’m talking about 
answers to that question.

In the course of the research, when I looked on as focus 
groups discussed something and as I read the conclusions of the 
researchers I cite here, I felt a ping of wonder and affection for 
people. How amazing that we form bonds so easily! That we 
give each other so many chances! That we are willing to endure 
so many sorts of unpleasantness for the sake of relationships 
and people we care for!

And usually, I also experienced twinges of frustration. Why 
do people fail to take care of themselves and of others in ways 
that would be so simple? Why say and believe things that are 
obviously untrue?

People are indeed wonderful and frustrating. Moses knew 
it, and so did Jesus. Both of them had a sort of unrequited (or 
under- requited) love and the desire to save people who didn’t 
want what was good for them. Addressing social problems often 
comes with this tension. Like other social problems, loneliness 
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is often rooted in people making decisions and forming habits 
that work against their good.

This book is for helping Christian leaders understand the 
landscape of loneliness, how to encourage others, and how to 
lead a community that deals well with the threat and the fact 
of loneliness. Loneliness is something to be understood and, 
if possible, transformed into belonging. How do we transform 
loneliness? How do we help others transform their loneliness?

Many of the answers lie in long- term processes.
I cannot offer complete solutions. You will not be curing 

American loneliness after reading this book. Hopefully, how-
ever, you will know how to prevent it, recognize it, defang it, 
and help others do the same.

Writing about Loneliness in 2020

In 2020, the topic of loneliness was everywhere. Concern for 
seniors in retirement homes, for singles stuck in efficiency apart-
ments, and for other groups of Americans rose as it became 
clear that the disease could overwhelm hospitals and interfere 
with care. Keeping the most vulnerable people safe became a 
priority, and that meant keeping our lives to ourselves.

What Americans of every stripe experienced combines sev-
eral factors that contribute to loneliness: rejection, discrimi-
nation, and the suspicion that one’s neighbors wouldn’t help 
in an emergency. Put another way, they show a breakdown in 
belongingness, the warm network of mutually trusting and 
important relationships.

Although loneliness was a hot topic in 2020, it is by no means 
a new feature of American life. I started writing this book 
before the COVID-19 pandemic. The topic seemed timely, and 
when the US surgeon general declared loneliness a national 
epidemic, I had already been seeing loneliness lurking in the 
Barna data.
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In addition to articles expressing concern about the rise of 
loneliness, there are the answering voices saying it has often 
been like this. In the book In Search of  Intimacy: Surprising 
Conclusions from a Nationwide Survey on Loneliness and 
What to Do about It, Carin Rubenstein and Phillip Shaver say, 
“Some experts have begun referring to the new ‘nationwide 
epidemic of loneliness.’ But even back in the 1940s, journalist 
John Gunther, traveling all over the country to research his book 
on America, called loneliness ‘one of the supreme American 
problems.’”7 In Search of  Intimacy was published in 1982, and 
it has the smell and the curlicue script lettering to prove it.

Rates of loneliness are higher today than they were in the 
1980s, when they were already high enough to alarm cultural 
commentators, but we should note that loneliness is a chronic 
problem. Especially when we expect quick fixes, chronic prob-
lems can seem like something fresh going wrong. Yet in the 
1850s, the 1940s, the 1980s, and the 2020s, cultural commen-
tators sounded the alarm about American loneliness. Here’s 
hoping that in the 2030s they start discussing its decline.

We know very little about loneliness in the United States. 
We know what is happening now, of course, but we don’t have 
much data from the past. We don’t know what loneliness was 
like for America’s slaves. We don’t know what loneliness  
was like for American pioneers. We don’t know what loneli-
ness was like for our troops in World War II. We don’t know 
what loneliness was like for the first Chinese immigrants to 
California. We don’t know what loneliness was like for Native 
Americans before Europeans ever arrived.

The statistical studies that allow us to compare loneliness in 
America between the last few decades and today didn’t exist for 
other times when we might have expected a good deal of loneli-
ness. But expected and reported loneliness are very different. 
One of the main findings of this book is that groups of people 
often disprove our hypotheses about their levels of loneliness. 
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If we had survey data on groups throughout American history, 
we might be surprised. They may have given us insight into how 
to help our society now.

What we experience is a blip in history— and yet we have 
reason to believe that we could connect with generations going 
back to the beginning, when Adam couldn’t find a suitable com-
panion. We believe that loneliness could help us connect even 
across cultures.

Loneliness is something that people have experienced, as far 
as we can tell, in all times and places. Loneliness is perennial. 
Loneliness is pretty much universal. And yet loneliness is urgent.

America’s Loneliness Problem

That said, loneliness seems to have an upside. Think of much 
of American music, from B. B. King to Billie Eilish. Would it 
really be a good thing to erase the loneliness behind their music? 
Would we prefer that Fyodor Dostoevsky or Charlie Chaplin 
hadn’t understood disappointment and isolation?

Along these lines, some question whether we should try to 
solve loneliness. They propose that it has a place in human 
flourishing. I cautiously agree. Occasional loneliness is a foil 
to satisfying relationships. Thirsting for them every now and 
then might make us better at investing in intimacy.

However, chronic loneliness is defined by deficiency and dis-
tress, and it has destructive effects on human life and creativity. 
Chronic loneliness is rooted in unquenchable insecurity. Such 
loneliness pushes people toward death, senility, heart trouble, 
and poor responses to disease. These are not good things; we 
shouldn’t encourage each other to just live with them through-
out a shortened life. To be sure, our bodies and minds need 
unexpected challenges and even painful ones. Many Christians 
would say we need stress for spiritual development. But we also 
need rest from stress for physical healing, for problem solving, 
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and— yes— for spiritual development. That means we need re-
lief from loneliness, at least for periods of time.

America Has an Intimacy Problem

For our loneliness problem to transform, our culture needs 
transformation.

One reason for our loneliness is that intimacy in America is 
sick. Intimacy is part of the recipe for satisfying relationships.

In money matters— one of the most private aspects of Ameri-
cans’ lives— intimacy is upended. Almost a third of Millennials 
have joint bank accounts before marriage,8 but a similar propor-
tion of married Millennials (28%) don’t have joint accounts 
with their spouses.9

Americans seem to have fewer trusted relationships than they 
used to. In 2006, researchers at Duke found that the number of 
people Americans had important conversations with dropped 
from three in 1985 to two in 2006. It gets worse: a quarter of 
Americans said they had no one to talk to about “important 
matters.”10

In other words, we are more likely to share our bodies than 
our thoughts and concerns. Needless to say, this is all backward 
and inside out. People are designed to be relationship- makers and 
designed to share friendship and emotional intimacy far more 
broadly than sex. It’s as if we decided to walk on our hands all the 
time; we might get pretty good at it, but it’s still a bad idea. We’ve 
set ourselves up not only for loneliness but also for spiritual injury.

Sharon Hargrave is the executive director of the Boone Cen-
ter for the Family. She has been a therapist for more than thirty 
years. She says that “intimacy in our society has been defined 
more as need- meeting,” an error that steers us further from 
what it can actually be, causing us to eliminate relationships 
that are unsatisfying rather than address problems with the 
teamwork that comes with real intimacy.11
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But this isn’t where the crisis of American intimacy ends: we 
have a crisis of friendship. In the 2006 study, people were more 
likely to drop nonfamilial relationships from their list of trusted 
confidants, leaving spouses and parents to bear more of the bur-
den of our needs for important conversations.12 Many readers 
will be familiar with Robert Putnam’s research in Bowling Alone, 
now two decades old, which showed a dramatic decline in social 
engagement among Americans, including a 43 percent drop in 
family dinners and a 58 percent drop in attending club meetings.13

These small networks can become echo chambers, as we 
tend to select people like ourselves to talk with about important 
things. When people in groups already share perspectives, the 
echo can get louder and more distorted.14 We need people who 
are different from us to weigh in on important issues.

In this book, I’ll argue that we need to correct for this by in-
vesting more heavily in friendships than in family. That’s coun-
tercultural, but there’s good research behind it. Researchers 
discovered that chosen rather than kin relationships tend to 
help us most with loneliness.15 That is, the people we meet and 
become friends with often matter more to our loneliness than 
parents or siblings. This may seem strange— what relationship 
has more potential than what we have with parents or siblings? 
The reason isn’t clear from research so far, but one possibility 
is that deep friendships take a different kind of investment and 
produce a different kind of experience. The ability to make and 
keep friendships is essential to human flourishing. As wonderful 
as family is, it’s time we started deepening relationships with 
those who aren’t related to us.

Loneliness and the Church

Given the scale of loneliness, what can Christian leaders do?
The church already does many of the things that address 

loneliness. Some of these are even things that doctors might 
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be prescribing post- pandemic, like group singing (which makes 
people feel happier and closer),16 community service, being part 
of a community that meets in person, providing confidants/
confessors, and having people you can call on in an emergency. 
But the church is not essentially a collection of activities that 
benefit mental health. We worship a real God who is a being 
we can know now— and whom we will meet soon.

There is a real danger of letting positive psychology hijack 
the church’s real purpose. It is because of what the Christian 
faith teaches that Christians do so many things that are good 
for loneliness. But confronting loneliness isn’t an ultimate goal. 
In the taxonomy of church priorities, it is a subcategory of 
loving your neighbor.

If we aim only to reduce loneliness, we will miss. Instead, we 
should consider an investment of attention, naming and talking 
about loneliness as we aim at godliness, neighbor love, hospital-
ity, and peace. Don’t be fooled into thinking that will be easy. 
The church has a loneliness problem in more than one sense.

First, there is widespread loneliness in the church. In the 
winter of 2020, about one in six people (16%) who attend 
church regularly said they are lonely all the time. A majority 
were lonely at some point in any week. Second, there is a greater 
stigma attached to loneliness among practicing Christians than 
among other faith groups. More practicing Christians than 
nonpracticing Christians or non- Christians said loneliness is 
always (rather than sometimes or never) embarrassing. A quar-
ter of practicing Christians (25%) said loneliness is always bad, 
making them more likely than nonpracticing Christians and 
non- Christians to say so. We often conflate feeling bad with sin, 
despite knowing that Jesus was “a man of sorrows” (Isa. 53:3).

There are gaps in our Christian lives that demonstrate an 
inability to transform loneliness into belonging. For example, 
almost a third of Christian households barely, if ever, practice 
hospitality. Only 60 percent have guests to their homes once 
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a month, and only 39 percent have guests who aren’t family 
members.17 In an intimacy- starved society, shouldn’t Christians 
be open enough to have people over every now and then?

It’s time the church took ministry for mental health, includ-
ing loneliness, more seriously. Churches should spend at least 
the amount of energy to address loneliness as they do to get 
meals to new parents. Loneliness is a less simple burden, but 
we are to carry one another’s burdens nevertheless.

Loneliness around the World

The United States is not the only country having a loneliness crisis. 
While there is little data on loneliness in countries with lower gross 
domestic product, there is a lot of data on countries that are similar 
in wealth to the United States.

About 7 percent of adults in Europe reported frequent loneliness 
in the past week— that is, feeling lonely “all or almost all the time” or 
“most of the time.” The percentage is higher in Hungary, the Czech 
Republic, Italy, Poland, France, and Greece, and it’s lower in the Neth-
erlands, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Ireland, and Sweden.a

The United Kingdom has similar rates of loneliness compared 
to the United States, with 23 percent of adults reporting that they 
always or often feel lonely.b Among European countries, its rate of 
loneliness is somewhere in the middle of the pack.

One major difference between Europe and the United States is that 
self- reported loneliness had not increased in Europe since the 2010s.c

Loneliness is spread unevenly in most countries. Almost universally, 
it hits those who are of low socioeconomic status or poor health 
harder.d Other aspects of life that might shed light on loneliness include 
culture, economic opportunity, marriage ages and rates, even com-
mute times and living arrangements. These are all very hard to untangle. 
It does seem that the secondary sources of loneliness— that is, the 
exact form that disappointment in relationships takes— are different in 
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different cultures.e This may well be because different behaviors signal 
intimacy, or different expectations let people in for emotional pain.

Loneliness among older adults gets a good deal of attention abroad 
as well as in the United States— and for good reason. The death rate 
in this population is higher, and the link between loneliness, social 
isolation, and death is more clear and more urgent. Also, people are on 
average older than they used to be because of dramatically increased 
life expectancy around the world, a pattern going back many decades.f

The patterns of loneliness and age in different countries vary (see 
fig. 1.1). In the United States and New Zealand, there is a pattern 
of decreasing loneliness until later old age, when there is an uptick.g 
In Russia and Spain, the older people are, the likelier they are to be 
lonely. In the United Kingdom and Sweden, young adults are lonelier 
than middle- aged adults and less lonely than older adults. In Denmark, 
old and young adults are about equally lonely, and middle- aged adults 
are less lonely.h

Connected Generation Study

Barna and World Vision International looked into the lives of eighteen- 
to thirty- five- year- olds in countries around the world in the Connected 
Generation project.i Of a huge sample of over fifteen thousand young 
people responding to a survey translated into nine languages, Barna 
asked if they often felt “lonely and isolated.”

Differences fell along the usual lines: increasing age, being mar-
ried, more reliable employment, and emotional security all predict 
less loneliness, as they do across generations in the United States. 
About a quarter of young adults in this international sample said they 
often feel lonely and isolated from others.

Young people in the United States were among the loneliest of 
the twenty- five countries surveyed in the study (see fig. 1.2). One- 
third (34%) of young American adults said they often felt lonely and 
isolated from others, a very similar proportion to the United King-
dom (31%), Australia (34%), and New Zealand (31%), and some-
what higher than Canada (29%), Chile (28%), South Africa (26%), 
and Ma lay sia (25%).
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While many researchers have looked for patterns in loneliness 
among people in different countries, the reasons for rates of loneli-
ness are elusive. In this data, however, there is an intriguing pattern: 
the more advanced a country in this study is on the UN’s Human 
Development Index, the lonelier its young people say they are. The 

Proportion of Adults Who Feel Lonely Frequently
Figure 1.1
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Adapted from Keming Yang and Christina Victor, “Age and Loneliness in 25 Euro-
pean Nations,” Ageing and Society 31, no. 8 (2011): 1376, https://doi .org /10 .1017 
/S0144686X1000139X.
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Human Development Index measures a set of factors, including life 
expectancy, education, and per capita income. While the benefits of 
a long life, literacy, and even high income are clear, something mixed 
in with the lifestyle of countries high in these factors is also producing 
lonely young adults.

Religious practice also plays a role (see fig. 1.3). In this group of 
young adults, those who feel closest to their religion feel the least 
lonely. Only 16 percent of practicing Christians and 15 percent of 
those practicing another religion say they often feel isolated and 

Taiwan
Malaysia

Singapore
Indonesia

Philippines
India

South Korea
New Zealand

Australia
Romania

Switzerland
Austria

Spain
Germany

United Kingdom
Ghana
Kenya

Nigeria
South Africa

Colombia
Chile
Brazil

Mexico
Canada

United States
29%

13%

13%

12%

11%

16%

16%

16%

17%
20%

22%

20%
21%

14%

14%

23%

23%

15%

28%

26%

25%

34%

34%

31%

31%

Proportion of Young Adults (18–35) Who Feel Lonely Frequently

Figure 1.2
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lonely, about two- thirds the rate of the total (23%). Twenty- one 
percent of nonpracticing Christians say the same, about the same 
rate as young people who are nonpracticing members of a non- 
Christian faith (in this sample, most of those were Muslim, Buddhist, 
Hindu, or practitioners of indigenous religions). The nones— those 
without a faith— had the highest proportion of lonely people, at 
31 percent.

Even without very high rates of loneliness, some countries are tak-
ing action at a national level. These include initiatives like the appoint-
ment of a loneliness minister in the United Kingdom and Denmark’s 
Princess Mary attending a communal meal organized by members of 
the anti- loneliness campaign Denmark Eats Together. These are great 
ideas, I think, reinforcing a country’s desire to take care of everyone.

I hope the loneliness epidemic in the United States will inspire 
a response on a similar (or greater) scale and in a way that suits 
our culture, where voluntary organizations like churches have often 
taken a lead. Addressing loneliness in the whole population— not just 

Young Adults in Various Countries Who Feel Lonely Frequently
Percentages by Religious Affiliation

Figure 1.3

US Adults’ Frequency of Loneliness in Winter 2020

Figure 2.1
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older adults— will play a big role in the success of any anti- loneliness 
initiative.
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