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  For the countless savings group members across the globe,


  whose courage, generosity, and commitment to each other have


  shown us what community the way God intended looks like.


  You’ve inspired us not just to write about your experiences


  but to seek that same togetherness in our own lives.
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With profound gratitude,

PHIL AND JEFF







Foreword
Craig Groeschel



When my dad passed away in 2023, my wife Amy and I were overwhelmed by the expressions of love that poured in from those in our community and around the world. There were thousands of comments on social media, over a hundred emails in my inbox, and dozens of texts. Beautiful bouquets arrived as tangible expressions of love, and we knew without a doubt that we were held in the thoughts and prayers of many. But something was missing.

Almost every interaction was devoid of personal voice and personal presence. In the first week, only two friends called to personally express their sorrow for our loss. Just one, my childhood friend Scott, drove to our house, knocked on my door, and asked, “How are you?”—and honestly, it felt somewhat odd. Almost no one knocks on a door unannounced nowadays. “How are you?” I responded, not fully grasping the intent of his visit. “Is something wrong?”

Something is wrong.

God never intended showing up for one another to be an anomaly, but in today’s relational economy it is. The loss of connection, personal touch, and genuine intimacy is a loss we’re collectively grieving. A recent Harvard University study shows that one in three people believe they have needs but no one to meet them, hurts but no one to listen, and love to give but no one to receive it. Too many of us feel relationally impoverished, and God says that’s not a good way to live (Genesis 2:18).

The early church got this. Acts 2:46 says the first-century believers met together every day. Together, they confronted persecution, economic hardship, and sickness. Together, they waged a spiritual battle against an enemy who came to steal, kill, and destroy. They united around the Word of God, lifting one another up, strengthening each other, and being the body of Christ in a world that needed Jesus. First-century Christians desperately needed each other, and they knew it. Modern-day believers need each other but have forgotten it.

Mental health experts say that most people across the United States seek autonomy and independence. In doing so, we are intentionally pursuing a life that destroys our mental health and robs us of real joy and lasting fulfillment. We’re intentionally pursuing a life outside God’s design.

In the miracle and mystery of the Trinity, God himself is a perfect community, and it’s a gift he desires to share with us. God didn’t create us because he was lonely; he created us because he is love, and one of the primary ways we experience God’s love is through loving one another. God bears your burdens, meets your needs, and heals you—often through other people.

But true, lasting, and ongoing intimacy with other people rarely happens accidentally. True intimacy takes intentionality. Thankfully, Jeff and Phil’s book The Way Back to One Another offers us a scripturally grounded, intentional plan for spiritual strength in community. Like loving guides, they invite us to rediscover God’s rich design for community. They invite the church to assume our God-given role in combating the loneliness epidemic and call us to both a personal and communal vision of what could be when we love one another. In a culture that distances others, I know this book will help us draw together.






Authors’ Note


PROCEEDS FROM THE SALE OF THIS BOOK will benefit the following organizations that are actively pursuing the way back to one another. Their work in alleviating both physical and relational poverty inspires us, and we’ve been privileged to see how God is working through them to create the type of vibrant, Christ-centered communities we highlight within this book.


HOPE International
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hopeinternational.org

HOPE International invests in the dreams of families in the world’s underserved communities as they proclaim and live the gospel.

HOPE serves as a network of microfinance institutions and savings group programs in Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe, and Latin America. As men and women around the world engage with HOPE, they hear the good news of Jesus and access biblically based training, a safe place to save, and business loans that help them overcome material and spiritual poverty.




Global Lift Collective
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globallift.org

Global Lift Collective is a group of churches and NGO partners working together to abolish extreme poverty and unleash the God-given potential of all people. The Collective dreams for every church to lead the way in holistically transforming their community, beginning with a current focus in Malawi and Central America.

Global Lift Collective resourcing partners include many churches in the United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom facilitated by Life.Church in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma; Willow Creek Community Church in Chicago; and Northridge Church in Rochester, New York. Global Lift Collective NGO program partners include Tearfund, HOPE International, World Relief, Enlace, and Living Water International.




The Chalmers Center for
Economic Development
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chalmers.org

The Chalmers Center for Economic Development helps God’s people rethink poverty and respond with practical, biblical principles so that all are restored to flourishing. Through bestselling books like When Helping Hurts, transformative training programs, and partnerships with churches and ministries around the world, Chalmers has equipped thousands of leaders to implement effective poverty alleviation strategies and reached more than three million people globally with a biblical approach to poverty alleviation.




World Relief
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wr.org

World Relief is a global Christian humanitarian organization whose mission is to boldly engage the world’s greatest crises in partnership with the church. The organization was founded in the aftermath of World War II to respond to the urgent humanitarian needs of war-torn Europe. Since then, for over eighty years, across one hundred countries, World Relief has partnered with local churches and communities to build a world where families thrive and communities flourish. Today, organizational programming focuses on humanitarian and disaster response as well as community strengthening and resilience.









Introduction
Longing for
Something More



I (PHIL) HAVE MOVED FIFTEEN TIMES in my four decades of marriage to my wife, Becca. We have lived in six states, four countries, and three continents. We’re richer for the experience, but it hasn’t been easy. We’ve left the familiar and discovered the new fifteen times. We’ve cried through gut-wrenching goodbyes and summoned the courage for another round of hellos: trying to build relationships and find community in each new setting.

Sometimes we’ve met quick success. In Connecticut, the first church we visited embraced us from the moment we arrived. When the service concluded, we were invited to a lunch gathering at one attendee’s home. About twenty people came together to eat and enjoy one another’s company while the kids ran wild. We felt right at home—and the feeling lasted as we built ever-deepening relationships in this church community.

On our relocation to another state, Becca expressed her desire for friendship to a coworker who was a lifelong resident. “This is a special place,” the woman responded knowingly. “It will take you ten years to make close friends here, but once you have them, they’re yours for life.” We lasted just under a year in this town, so we never had the opportunity to test the theory that a decade of investment would yield lifelong returns.

In my career journey, I’d already transitioned from corporate executive to executive pastor, but in 2006, I made another significant pivot to the nonprofit sector. Becca and I moved to Rwanda, where she turned our home’s extra bedrooms into an extraordinary guesthouse that welcomed a steady stream of visitors, and I served as country director with World Relief, a Christian humanitarian organization that brings sustainable solutions to problems like global poverty.

I’ve often wondered if searching for home in so many new places has heightened my awareness of the universal longing for meaningful relationships and connection. I observed it in the United States, England, Canada, and Rwanda. I saw it in corner offices, in wooden pews, in people walking through divorce, depression, grief, addictions, job loss, and parenting challenges. In people living without a sense of belonging and a community of support. In myself. I felt it despite being raised in a loving family and close-knit congregation. I regularly longed for a community that would share my joy and, in darker seasons of my life, help me bear burdens too heavy to shoulder alone.

During the years Becca and I spent in Rwanda, the community we observed went further and deeper in their care and support than any we had previously seen or experienced. It wasn’t uncommon for a group of friends to make an unannounced visit to someone’s home—no special occasion, no illness, just to visit and enjoy being together. The first time friends arrived on our doorstep unannounced, it felt intrusive and impolite. Couldn’t they call first? Didn’t they know we had things to do? In our early days in Rwanda, a colleague regularly reminded me of the African proverb, “Westerners have watches; Africans have time.”

As difficult as it was to shed our cultural bent toward our schedules and plans, over time we grew to love and value these surprise visits, pausing whatever we were doing to welcome and enjoy friends. In fact, the visits took me back to childhood memories of my parents welcoming unexpected guests who’d dropped by to say hello. It seemed a lot had changed in just one generation!

The depth of community we experienced in Rwanda sparked my continuing curiosity, What is it about some folks that makes Jesus’ words come to life?: “Your love for one another will prove to the world that you are my disciples” (John 13:35 NLT).

This question continued to solidify when I later accepted a role as HOPE International’s director of savings groups. Back in the United States, I worked to empower the local church in Rwanda and many other countries throughout Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe, and Latin America to form groups that would save small sums of money together to create an emergency fund or investment fund to finance small enterprises or significant expenses like children’s school fees.

Savings groups are foreign to our thinking in the Western world because we have access to basic financial services. But organizations like HOPE International, World Relief, Tearfund, and the Chalmers Center use savings groups as a sustainable tool for equipping and empowering those in the developing world who have no access to formal financial services and are living in poverty, including many who meet the criteria for extreme poverty, living on less than three dollars per day.1 In the models used by all the aforementioned organizations, savings groups are a Christ-centered ministry of the local church.

With guidance, training, and mentoring from local church volunteers, savings groups of roughly fifteen to twenty-five members form and govern themselves. They determine their membership, elect officers, create their own rules, decide when they meet and how much they save, and more. Most meet weekly. No capital is injected from the outside. Instead, members steward and multiply what they already have, no matter how limited.

Participants join these groups to experience financial transformation, but over time most become even more eager to share about the relational transformation they’ve experienced. Again and again, across vastly differing cultures, I heard things like, “Before we began, we were isolated . . . alone . . . lonely. We had nothing; we were ignored and forgotten. Now we are like a family. We care for each other. Nobody could ever separate us.”

Isolation is a global problem, but each of these globally dispersed groups seemed to have overcome it. While members spoke of their loneliness and isolation before joining the group, now there was a sense of togetherness. How did that happen? How did they arrive at such deep love for each other? Was it a short-lived social phenomenon or lasting? Was it unique to those escaping poverty together or could it be replicated in other contexts? Fundamentally, could I recreate a rich, isolation-defying community like this in my own life?


A Parallel Journey (Jeff’s Story)

Over fifteen years ago, a friend introduced me (Jeff) to the work of development experts Brian Fikkert and Steve Corbett and their book When Helping Hurts. Because I oversee small groups and select and evaluate ministry partners for Life.Church, I deeply resonated with the authors’ call to ensure that our “help” is truly helping. Several ideas in the book were formative, but most impactful of all was Fikkert and Corbett’s assertion that the simple act of building a relationship can be life-changing. A relationship is a goal in itself, not a means to an end. This revelation brought together in my mind what had felt like two distinct roles I held at Life.Church: facilitating connections and facilitating human development. The two were intrinsically linked.

Influenced in no small way by Fikkert and Corbett’s thinking, writing, and direct endorsement, Life.Church sought out a partnership with HOPE International’s savings group ministry. I knew from the research that savings groups have a track record of catalyzing economic transformation. Still, there was an element of a savings group that I did not understand until I had the privilege of visiting one for the first time over a decade ago. From that first visit, I was blown away by the power of community within these groups.

Economic transformation notwithstanding, the power of these groups is, as Corbett and Fikkert asserted, in the relationships. They transform the families involved and their surrounding community because members know, love, and trust each other—shortcomings, imperfections, and all. This realization sparked a longing within me for the same kind of transformative community in my own life. Phil and I spoke at length about the groups, but in the context of our professional relationship, our longing to distill and apply the same principles to our own lives was never part of the discussion.

Several years later, after meeting and working closely with Phil and deepening the partnership between our organizations, I was invited to share devotions with a group of HOPE supporters. As I pondered and prayed over what to share, I knew that I wanted to tell the story of relationships.

I used my devotions to encourage HOPE’s supporters to follow the lead of savings group members in creating the same kind of safety and community within our spheres of influence: our homes, workplaces, and churches.

Phil rushed up to me as soon as I’d finished sharing. “We need to talk!” he said. I immediately began retracing my words, wondering how I’d misspoken to provoke such a passionate reaction. Instead, Phil told me I was speaking his heart—and more or less plagiarizing a book that he’d already begun writing. He invited me to consider partnering with him to communicate our shared passion to see men and women rediscover the God-given gift of community.




Journey of Discovery

We’ve spent the last few years contemplating the gift of community and the pain of its absence. Both of us have had wonderful experiences with community here in the United States. But, if we’re honest, those experiences pale in comparison to what we’ve experienced with our sisters and brothers in savings groups around the world. The question for us has been, “Why?” Our initial impulse was to credit cultural or socioeconomic differences. In short, to write off their compelling community as isolated and inimitable. But through years of experience, observation, and interaction, we’ve realized we are far more similar than not. The practices that build community around the world apply here as well.

This book chronicles our journey of discovery and invites others to join us on that journey. We invite you to adopt a posture of curiosity along with us. Aloneness affects us more than we imagine, but we’re learning from Jesus, the early church, and the global church what God intends for relationships and community.

We remain learners rather than experts, and we write from that posture. We don’t have easy answers or perfect solutions! Because our journey toward creating and extending community continues, this book feels in some ways unfinished—yet we recognize that this is a message our world needs now, and we submit it to you, our readers, in the greatest humility.

We also recognize the limits of our perspectives, so we interviewed pastors across the United States and development practitioners around the world about trends they’ve witnessed: both those that bring joy and those that stir deep-seated concern. This book benefited tremendously from their wisdom.

Unprecedented numbers of people are experiencing aloneness and searching for something more. We’ve been saddened, even overwhelmed, as our awareness of the magnitude of the problem has grown. Yet we also share a sense of excitement and great hope because God has, in fact, created us for something more! We don’t have to wait for social service organizations or government programs to address aloneness. Likewise, confronting this challenge is not the sole domain of medical or psychological experts. We believe that addressing an epidemic of loneliness is well within the sweet spot of our calling as Christ-followers.

Our hope and prayer is that as you read you will accept God’s invitation and feel equipped and inspired to be part of a growing movement of creators and practitioners of the community God desires for us, as together, we find the way back to one another.












  


  Part One
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We’ve Lost Our Way

  








1
Eyes Open
to a Better Way



It is not good for the man to be alone.

GENESIS 2:18





I (JEFF) RECEIVED JAKE’S NAME and address in 2020 from The Education and Employment Ministry (TEEM), an Oklahoma City–based nonprofit that prepares men and women for release from incarceration by providing employment and life skills training and establishing positive connections. Jake was my tenth mentee.

Normally I would visit mentees in prison and get to know them face-to-face, but because prisons were closed to visitors during the pandemic, Jake and I became old-fashioned pen pals. He was quick to write back when I reached out, and we got to know one another over a span of several months as he prepared to leave prison. Jake was winsome and engaging. He loved literature and learning, so I’d send a copy of books I was reading, and we’d discuss them in our letters, like an informal book club.

In one early letter, he spoke openly and with great clarity about the role of isolation in his past, present, and future. “I don’t have any consistent contact with my family,” he wrote. “I’m completely and irrevocably isolated.” He went on, “Having a pro-social relationship with anyone is new to me. Regardless, I want to attempt it.”

In Jake’s final letter, he informed me that he had been granted early release for good behavior and would be transferred to another facility across the state in preparation for release. Though long-awaited, his taste of freedom was coming sooner than either one of us had anticipated, and Jake was both hopeful and nervous about what came next. I quickly penned a reply that included my contact information so he could reach out after release, hoping he’d receive it in time.

Several weeks went by without a word from Jake. I thought perhaps his transfer had come before my letter arrived. Then one day, he texted me. He’d been released the day before on the other side of Oklahoma with only the clothes on his back and a few dollars in his pocket. He was hoping to travel by bus to Oklahoma City, where he could access TEEM’s waiting resources. We arranged transportation, and I had the privilege of meeting Jake for the first time when I picked him up from the bus station.

The month that followed was filled with highs and lows. Jake quickly found a job. He moved into safe housing, learned to navigate the bus system, and received some overdue medical attention. We spent significant time together, and I heard more of his life story. Jake’s family had blown apart when he was a young child, and he spent most of his formative years bouncing through the foster care system. Jake couldn’t recall a single long-term relationship, and he often referred to the same sense of isolation he had referenced in that early letter. In his early days of freedom, Jake was searching for connection. Unfortunately, he found meth.

Despite many factors working in Jake’s favor and a wealth of natural talent and intelligence, he fell under the grip of addiction. Jake stopped answering my calls and texts, and I learned that he was living on the streets, adrift in an ocean of addiction and homelessness. I haven’t managed to reach him since.

Researcher and journalist Johann Hari has argued, “The opposite of addiction isn’t sobriety. It’s connection.”1 The truth of Hari’s assertion seemed so evident in Jake’s example, as his words “irrevocably isolated” reverberated in my mind. Jake is a casualty of the loneliness epidemic. His example is among the more extreme outcomes of isolation, but it is nowhere near rare.


We’re Lonely

We’re lonely. Or at least half of us are.

According to multiple research studies, roughly half of Americans report that we are sometimes or always lonely, feeling left out, lacking companionship, or that no one knows us well.2 When asked how close we felt to others emotionally, only 39 percent of us said we felt very connected.3 But this is by no means an American problem alone. Based on a survey including 142 countries, over 2 billion people say they feel very or fairly lonely.4

We have fewer friends than we used to. In 1990, almost three-quarters of Americans had more than three close friends. By 2021, that number had dropped to 49 percent. Meanwhile, the percent of Americans who claim to have no close friends increased fourfold.5 Fewer than half of us can affirm, “My relationships are as satisfying as I would want them to be.”6 Both the United Kingdom and Japan have established dedicated cabinet positions to address loneliness, indicating a growing recognition that loneliness is a public health issue warranting governmental intervention.7

Though the younger generation has been termed “the connected generation,”8 it’s a misnomer in all but the most superficial sense of the word. The rate of loneliness among younger generations is roughly 50 percent higher than that of those over age sixty.9 Only one-third of those between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five indicate they “often feel deeply cared for by those around me.”10 Only 17 percent report feeling a deep social connection with others.11

We are lonely and getting lonelier.




Dire Impacts, Dire Implications

Loneliness has captured researchers’ attention for decades. In 1939, Harvard University began what is today the longest continuous longitudinal study of human development. Over and again, the study has revealed and validated that “the strength of a person’s connections with others can predict the health of both their body and their brain as they go through life.”12 In other words, healthy relationships contribute to a healthy body and mind, and the converse is also true.

More than three decades ago, in a groundbreaking essay which later became the book Bowling Alone, Robert Putnam prophetically sounded the alarm of our society’s drift toward social disconnection and isolation.13 Putnam made a striking observation about American identity: We’re increasingly engaging solo in formerly social activities. To illustrate his point, Putnam cited a simultaneous increase in people bowling and decrease in bowling league participation. People were bowling alone. Putnam claimed that this shift weakened our national character and threatened our ability to build social connections.

In 2023, then–Surgeon General Vivek Murthy confirmed loneliness and isolation had reached dangerous levels in the United States, issuing an eighty-two-page advisory on the crisis. He warned that if we fail to build more connected lives and a more connected society, “We will pay an ever-increasing price in the form of our individual and collective health and well-being.”14 That price encompasses some of the most pressing problems our society faces: including substance abuse, incarceration, and homelessness, as Jake’s story illustrates.

It also threatens our physical health. A meta-analysis (compilation of multiple studies) indicates that social isolation is as detrimental to our physical health as smoking fifteen cigarettes a day.15 Insufficient social connection is also linked to a roughly 30 percent increased risk of heart disease and stroke.16

On the psychosocial front, social isolation and loneliness are primary risk factors for suicidal ideation and suicide. In the United States, suicide rates have climbed roughly 40 percent since 2000.17 Similarly, loneliness is a direct contributor to depression, which has nearly doubled since 2015.18

It’s not a pretty picture.

Researchers often draw a distinction between social isolation and loneliness, and it’s helpful to understand the nuance.

Social isolation is the objective state of having few or no social relationships or experiencing inadequate meaningful social connectedness.19 A socially isolated person doesn’t get much interaction with other people—or maybe no interaction at all—and what interaction they may have doesn’t lead to connection.

Loneliness is an emotional state of feeling alone or separated from others, marked by sadness, emptiness, and longing. It is the emotional response to the unmet need for meaningful relationships that provide connectedness, trust, reciprocity, and belonging. A lonely person feels disconnected, even if they regularly interact with other people and aren’t physically isolated.




What About the Church?

We’d like to imagine that churchgoers fare better, with some (super)natural immunity against isolation and loneliness. After all, church affords myriad opportunities for consistent connection—yet the research doesn’t bear that out:


	■ Fifty-four percent of both practicing Christians and non-Christians say they experience loneliness at least weekly, with 18 percent of practicing Christians (compared with 15 percent of non-Christians) indicating they are lonely all the time.20


	■ When practicing Christians between ages eighteen and thirty-five were asked what is missing from their church experience, the leading unmet need they expressed was friendships.21


	■ Another study (2022) found that our church leaders are not immune, with 65 percent of pastors indicating they often or sometimes feel lonely or isolated from others, an increase from 42 percent in 2015.22




“Christians are generally as lonely as non-Christians,” summarizes Susan Mettes, author of The Loneliness Epidemic.23 We agree. Our churches can be very lonely places, not just for those on the fringes.

Christianity Today editor-in-chief Russell Moore recounts a conversation with a middle-aged man who was very active in his church’s activities. “I don’t know how to say, ‘I’m lonely,’ without sounding like I’m saying, ‘I’m a loser,’ and I don’t know how to say it without sounding like I’m an ungrateful Christian.”24

Surrounded by Christian community, this man was expressing to Moore his longing for the “something more” that God created each one of us to crave. We recently spoke with a young couple whom we knew to be deeply committed to their faith and active in their church. After a decade of investment in their congregation—including serving as small group leaders and church board members—they were leaving their church. They weren’t burned out or wrestling with theological differences, nor was there a crisis of faith. Rather, they explained that despite all their service and activity, they felt deeply disconnected. They knew most fellow congregants by name, and they had warm conversations during Sunday morning greeting time. But that was all. Relationships remained shallow and superficial, and they couldn’t escape the feeling that no one truly knew them (or wanted to), nor did they truly know others despite their longing.

They weren’t exactly isolated or lonely, but they craved deeper, more meaningful relationships and struggled to find others who shared not only the longing but also the commitment to pursuing true community. For them, the relational deficit far outweighed the church’s preaching, teaching, events, activities, and programs. After ten years, and with great sadness, they left their church.

The experiences of the middle-aged man, the young couple, and so many like them point to a spiritual component to this phenomenon that neither the term isolation nor loneliness captures. Throughout our writing, we’ll use the term aloneness to refer to this broader reality. Aloneness is the absence of interdependent relationships God designed us to experience. We’ll unpack this definition at length in the chapters to come, but in brief, we believe that many who are not objectively isolated and may not describe themselves as lonely are still not experiencing God’s rich design for relationships. God said it isn’t good to be alone—yet so many of us are.

Perhaps even more than loneliness and isolation, our aloneness can go unnoticed by others and even by ourselves. Fundamentally, we may not know what we’re missing. We (Jeff and Phil) couldn’t articulate our desire for something richer and deeper in our relationships until we observed a better way among the savings groups. We needed to see that what we’d accepted as normal was neither God’s design nor his best for our lives. Our most compelling glimpses of God’s beautiful design for community came as we spent time outside our home culture where we were exposed and awakened to something immeasurably better than our former vision of community. Our discontent or vague dissatisfaction points to a different, better design for community.

In the almost two decades that I (Jeff) have spent overseeing small groups for Life.Church, a multicampus church in the United States, I’ve had a front-row seat to a dramatic increase in aloneness. I’ve seen how this challenge impacts our churches and our congregants, sometimes without their conscious recognition. It’s not because church leaders aren’t creating the opportunity to build relationships. But too often it eludes us. Church leaders across the country confirm this problem is far-reaching and severe in their communities and congregations alike.

Driven by our interest in this topic, we scheduled conversations with pastors from Denver to Dallas to Philadelphia to gain their input. We wanted to know if the rather discouraging statistics on loneliness and isolation—and our observations on the unstudied phenomenon of aloneness—represented their experiences as pastors in their communities. While each shared bright spots where people were experiencing community, their overwhelming response was, “Yes, lack of connection is a huge problem within our church, just like it is in our broader community!”

Stephen pastors a church in a walkable neighborhood near downtown Fort Worth, Texas. Packed with condos and lofts mixed with shops, bars, and restaurants, the area seems to be designed for community, yet Pastor Stephen sees hints that people—including those who attend his church—are alone. “Everybody is connected digitally but not emotionally or personally. Everything can look great on the outside, but there’s not a depth of relationship that people are experiencing.”25

In fact, when Pastor Stephen surveyed his church on their top stressors in life, the number one answer, given by 28 percent of respondents, was their relationships—or lack thereof.

Ryan, who serves as executive pastor at a church in West Philadelphia, shared that his congregation includes many college students and young families. “Many are high-performing, over-scheduled students and young professionals who work a lot,” Pastor Ryan explained.26 Many of these young professionals are second- and third-generation Korean immigrants whose tradition and culture profoundly value community. But even with that influence, congregants struggle to connect due to the pace of their lives.




Coming to Grips

We’ve been awakened to the growing loneliness and aloneness in our communities and churches. From the scourge of addictions that attempt to fill the void in relationships; to our rapidly growing reliance on social media as an arms-length alternative to face-to-face relationships; to the proliferation of streaming services that keep us tethered to our screens; to the rise in medications for depression and long waiting lists for counseling services, the signs are there.

Equally concerning are the aloneness and loneliness that we don’t see. One out of every two people we work with, pass in the aisles of the grocery store, or sit next to in church on Sunday would say in one form or another, “I’m lonely.” Yet our aloneness, our longing for deeper, more meaningful relationships and a safe and accepting community of friends isn’t something we’re likely to lead with in our conversations.

We’re culturally conditioned to “put our best foot forward.” As singer/songwriter Wayne Watson put it in his song “Friend of a Wounded Heart,” “Smile, make ’em think you’re happy. Lie, and say that things are fine. And hide that empty longing that you feel. Don’t ever show it, just keep your heart concealed.”27 Whether secular or Christian, powerful cultural conditioning works against admitting—and solving—the problem of aloneness. We know people who are lonely or alone, probably lots of them. The paradox is that often we don’t know that we know them, as their aloneness remains undetected and loneliness unshared.

Coming to grips with this bleak and veiled landscape has been a difficult journey for us. As we said earlier, it’s not a pretty picture. Yet as stark as that reality may seem, in our experience, conversations, interviews, and research, we’ve also witnessed the depths of God’s transformation. We’ve seen examples here in the United States and around the world of aloneness replaced by joyful belonging as a result of God’s work in and through followers of Jesus. We’ve seen people rediscovering God’s beautiful design for relationships and community. We’ve learned from the successes of the global church in creating these contagious communities that are not only welcoming the lonely but eradicating aloneness. In spite of the bleak landscape we’ve described, we have ample reason to “take heart” (John 16:33).




A Call to Something Immeasurably Better

If you’re currently more alone than you’d like to be, we recognize you may be starting this book and this journey from a place of pain rather than conviction, and we applaud your courage in taking this initial step. (If you are in a state of crisis, we urge you to put the book down now and reach out to someone to share what is happening in your life: a pastor, counselor, friend, doctor, or anyone you trust to offer encouragement and partnership as you move forward. You can also dial 988 to reach a caring counselor free of charge, anytime day or night.)

Or it could be that you’re experiencing meaningful relational connections and community and feel drawn to come alongside others who are not, to help them experience the same. That could take place at work or in your home, neighborhood, or church. In effect, you want to be a catalyst of relationships and community as God intended.

Or perhaps you haven’t thought of yourself as being lonely, yet you recognize that your own relationships aren’t as deep and fulfilling as you wish they were. We’re with you.

We have found ourselves straddling each of these categories in different seasons of life. We’ve experienced periods of loneliness. In my early adulthood, I (Jeff) at times felt embarrassed that I didn’t have any close friends, even though I was on a pastoral staff and spent my days surrounded by people. Later, I wrestled with crushing doubts about whether I’d be accepted as a trustworthy person (a story I’ll share in chapter four).

Particularly in two of our frequent relocations, Becca and I (Phil) experienced the gaping void and prolonged, gnawing loneliness and isolation of leaving family and close friends behind, of being “friend-less.” As I will share in a later chapter, an especially dark season left me not only in physical peril but also in a state of utter despair. By God’s grace and the intervention of a couple who showed me I was not alone, I am penning these words today.

Even now we find ourselves in the tension of longing to experience deeper, more meaningful connections and create safe havens for others, yet struggling to find time for dinner with friends or relationship-building with neighbors. Our journey to trade our aloneness for the community God intends continues.

Wherever you’re coming from, this book is written to encourage you to create and experience the relationships and community God envisioned, starting where you are today. Think for a moment about how many people you interact with each day: family, neighbors, and coworkers as well as people you encounter while shopping, recreating, or attending church. For many of us, it adds up to a lot of interactions. As we work through the chapters in this book, we’ll point out specific ways you can approach these daily interactions with greater awareness and clarified intention. Every one of us can contribute to solving this problem.

Most importantly, we believe Christ’s followers—his body, the church—are best positioned to respond to the crisis of aloneness. In fact, the church has a long history of stepping into moments of crisis with compassion and courage.

In AD 260, at the height of a deadly plague, the people of Carthage, a major city in the Roman Empire, fled for their own protection, leaving their sick and dying behind. While most rushed from the infected city, early Christians, in contrast, rushed in, caring for those who had been left behind. They became first responders to the epidemic, taking the biblical call to love one another so seriously that many sacrificed their lives to fulfill it. Historian Rodney Stark writes that their countercultural response catalyzed the spread of Christianity.28

We live in a very different context today. Many in our society are familiar with Christianity, but far fewer see its relevance to their lives. They don’t see God’s body, the church—us living in community—offering hope amid the challenges of our day. But we believe they would if we, like our ancestors in the faith, became first responders to the epidemic of our era.

The Surgeon General’s report on the loneliness epidemic makes scant mention of the church as a solution, in a subset of a section targeting community-based organizations: a seeming afterthought. We beg to differ! Addressing the loneliness epidemic and our broader crisis of aloneness should not be outsourced to government social service agencies or community organizations. It is not to be relinquished to “the experts” like professional counselors, therapists, or even our church staff. While each of these individuals and groups has an important role to play, we believe they are secondary. It is our primary calling—yours and mine as followers of Jesus—to create and be part of something that is immeasurably better than our current personal and cultural experience.

We’ll spend the next chapter diving deep into God’s design for relationships and community. In chapters three through seven we’ll jump into the postural and practical shifts we’ll need to make to pursue the way back to one another, rediscovering how to live as people created for community.

Jesus’ invitation to another way beckons. We want more for our neighborhoods, workplaces, churches, families, and ourselves—and if you do too, we hope you’ll join us on this journey to discover how to live as people created for community, finding in the serious challenge of the loneliness epidemic a compelling opportunity to create and experience the kind of connection God has always intended for us.




Reflection Questions

We firmly believe that individuals can take many steps to address aloneness and even become catalysts of community, but we also recognize that, by definition, relationships and community require others. At the end of each chapter, we’ve included reflection questions to help you consider steps that you can take on your own, as well as discussion questions to facilitate conversation among a small group of friends or fellow believers. We’re confident that reading, discussing, and practicing these principles together in a small group setting will enrich the experience.
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