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      “There is no denying the perennial problems of loneliness, isolation, and lack of meaningful community in the local church. Jeremy Linneman has identified these problems and digs deeply into the root causes and, better still, a cure. If you are among the many who have been wounded by the church or have abandoned it altogether because you never felt genuinely connected, this short book is for you. It may well prove to be your first step back into the spiritual life of the body of Christ, the only place where meaningful community can be found.”

      Sam Storms, Founder and President, Enjoying God Ministries

      “This is like a heartfelt devotional with a call to respond. Jeremy Linneman gives us researched help for understanding why we’re often so lonely. Then he suggests practical steps for the hard but rewarding work of community building. Embedded with rich theology and the sure promises of God, these pages challenge us to practice and experience how we belong to God and to each other.”

      Tasha Chapman, Professor of Educational Ministries, Covenant Theological Seminary; coauthor, The Politics of Ministry and Resilient Ministry

      “From the first paragraph, Jeremy Linneman had me engaged in this important but overlooked topic. Reading on, I was encouraged by his insightful proposals to address the loneliness that is all too pervasive in the church. You will want not only to read this thoughtful work but also to employ its practical suggestions to develop and experience true belonging in your life and church.”

      Nora Allison, former women’s ministry director; Retreat Speaker, Seminary Wives Institute
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      Not long ago, I sat with a friend as she described why she struggles with trusting the church anymore. She’s not leaving, but she feels hurt and is increasingly disconnected. A few months earlier, I talked with a couple who have attended our church sporadically for a few years. They liked it, they said, but they have so many issues with “the church” that they just need a break from it. Another friend still considers herself a believer but hasn’t attended church in several years and doesn’t plan to return anytime soon. I can think of countless other stories, and I’m guessing you can too.

      The church in North America has been in decline for decades. Many researchers and organizations give two reasons. First, Christian beliefs have become increasingly unpopular in our secular culture. So, many churchgoers have dropped certain convictions or stopped attending altogether in order to maintain relationships outside the church. Second, the church’s moral reputation has been brought into question, as key leaders and political figures have claimed Christianity yet lived opposite to its teachings.

      Although I’m sure these two reasons are important factors, I think there’s a different reason why many people are “deconstructing,” “deconverting,” or just simply leaving the church.

      I believe the problem is a lack of belonging.

      People don’t feel connected, known, or loved. So they leave.

      My observations as a pastor drawing on my experience are, at best, anecdotal. But I have spoken with many pastors and believers who agree that belonging is the leading issue in the church. People reject Christianity not primarily because of our doctrine but because of our lack of intentionality in relationships. They’re leaving the church not mainly because of the failures of public figures but because their Christian neighbors aren’t loving. And while we should be concerned if people are leaving for any reason, we should be crushed that people are leaving for this one. I’m convinced that what the church most needs right now is deep, loving, Christ-shaped community.

      Throughout this book, when I talk about church, I’m referring to the local church: a group of believers under the shepherding of its pastors and leaders, gathering for worship and (most likely) in smaller groups. When I talk about community, I mean the shared life of those church members: the hospitality, discipleship, prayer, ministry, and service that happens between believers and overflows to those outside the church.

      

      Over the last six years, I’ve studied loneliness, belonging, and community, and I’m convinced we don’t fully understand the pervasiveness of individualism—and how much it is hurting us as believers. How did social isolation become such a trend? To what extent do Christians experience loneliness? And how can the church respond to the loneliness epidemic?

      These questions matter immensely to me, and not just as an intellectual exercise. I’ve been in pastoral ministry for more than fifteen years, and for the last five years, I have pastored a young congregation that is the most loving, relationally intimate group of people I have ever experienced. And yet, even here we’re constantly feeling the effects of radical individualism, and our own community is far from perfect. (No church on this side of the new creation will be perfect.) This book is not mere theory; it’s one pastor’s heartfelt attempt to serve the church by calling it back to its relational roots.
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