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I dedicate this book to my wife, Liz,
who has selflessly helped me, in countless ways,
to grow toward living a connected life.


Foreword

Curt Thompson, MD


“THIS NAGGING SENSE OF EMPTINESS.” If ever there were five words that distill our current moment’s travail, here we have them. If we pull back the curtain to reveal what is behind the burden of our souls, be that the violence on the world stage; the traumas that visit us in our families, schools, and churches; or the unspoken torment swirling in the privacy of our own minds; we will see that the stage on which it all performs is indeed this nagging sense of emptiness—emptiness that itself is rooted in the malignancy of our profound disconnection. Disconnection within and between us has reached its own pandemic proportions, and we are in dire straits, desperately in need of wisdom and guidance to find our way.

Thanks be to God, with The Connected Life Todd Hall delivers for us not only a thoughtful, comprehensive understanding of our problem, but also the hope to be found in the biblical narrative as he deftly interweaves it with insights from the fields of neuroscience, psychology, and theology. For indeed, disconnection—as well as its repair and healing—is something that Todd knows about in his bones, and from which he has emerged with good news that we very much need to hear.

When I was first introduced to Dr. Hall and his work, I discovered that here was someone whose giftings were not limited to those of a researcher and teacher of the domains of psychology and Christian spirituality. He is no mere distant observer of these fundamental features of what it means to be human; rather, he is an active and direct participant in the hard work of the life of the soul. Without that, he would be unable to offer you the treasure you hold in your hands. As you will see, there is no stretch of the painful journey of which he speaks—from wounding and isolation to the hope and healing of community—that he has not traveled. Beyond the boundless trove of information about the intersecting fields of neuroscience and spiritual development in which you will soon find yourself immersed, you also will be in conversation with someone who clearly loves those for whom he has written this book. For surely, within the pages you are about to turn, it is as much Todd’s kindness as it is his wisdom that will persuade you not only to read these words but to put them into action.

As a psychiatrist working at the intersection of interpersonal neurobiology and Christian spiritual formation, my primary task is to help people tell their stories more truly. This includes walking with them not only as they develop an understanding of what happened to them but also as they imagine a vision for how they will live their lives with confidence and hope in the future. With The Connected Life, Todd fluidly and fluently offers us a long-awaited, beautiful rendition for how we can develop that understanding of what has happened to us as well as imagine a vision for transformation in our lives.

From his exploration of our connection crisis, to the neuroscience of relationships and attachment research, and on to his compelling stories of love, deep growth, suffering, and belonging, Todd invites you on a journey that is in no way a simple collection of abstract ideas—no. This is about authentic, embodied change in real time and space. Our time. Our space. Hope and healing for our disconnection.

If ever you have questioned if connection were ever again possible, this book answers with a resounding yes! As such, I commend it to you with confidence in Dr. Hall as our guide and in you as his reader. Take your time. You will need it, for the repair of our cultural and personal ruptures of disconnection will take much longer than we would want. But Jesus is not worried. He is too busy being about the hard work of connection—connection that is a hallmark of his kingdom that is here and is surely coming.
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    The Power of Loving Connection


    

      AS FAR BACK as I can remember, my mom suffered from depression and several other psychological disorders. Throughout the course of my mom’s life she became relationally disconnected and more physically and emotionally unhealthy—at times even suicidal. This impaired the attachment bond she developed with my sister and me. All this meant that my mom wasn’t very emotionally available while I was growing up.


      The summer after I finished the fourth grade my mom left our family, and my parents later divorced. I saw her periodically, but she wasn’t very involved in my life after that point. This caused a lot of pain and confusion for a nine-year-old boy.


      Mirroring a larger US trend, a growing number of families in the 1970s faced a similar situation. I, like most of my friends, grew up in a single-parent family. I didn’t know the term back then, but I was a latchkey kid. I rode my sky-blue ten speed bike to school and back, and let myself into an empty house after school. Also reflecting a powerful US trend in the 1970s, my family wasn’t connected to a church or any community groups, and we didn’t live near any extended family. Rather than sharing life with extended family and friends, evenings were filled with an increasing amount of TV-watching. I don’t remember the family interacting around the dinner table, but I do remember watching MASH with my parents in the fourth grade. For years after my childhood, I felt a sense disconnection from family, friends, and myself.


      I realized later that the pain and disconnection I felt in my relationship with God was linked to these formative childhood experiences. Through my college years, in particular, I felt distant from God. I tried to numb the pain by criticizing myself—a subconscious attempt to limit the criticism from important people in my life. In addition, I used my faith as a defense to shield myself from pain. I did this in different ways: trying harder, gaining knowledge about God, and seeking a spiritual high. These approaches, of course, didn’t work in the long run. In the end, they simply reinforced my experience of relational disconnection from God and others. This led to a deep sense of emptiness and lack of belonging in my life.


      My story reflects our collective story of relational and spiritual disconnection, and the search for meaning in a fragmented, lonely, post-Covid-19 world. Many people feel this uneasy disconnection because the family unit and communities that teach us how to connect to people and to God have steadily weakened over the past fifty years. Sadly, relational and spiritual disconnection are on the rise.


      You have likely felt socially and spiritually disconnected, lonely, and empty at times—maybe even a lot of the time. How, then, do you cultivate connection and meaning in the midst of increasing social isolation, loneliness, and fragmentation? Our sense of meaning comes from loving connections with God and others. We are born to connect and we need to belong.


      We receive love that ultimately stems from the beautiful love among the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, which has existed for all eternity. We then give that love out of gratitude for the love we have received; this becomes a virtuous circle. But sometimes we get stuck. There are forces at work in our culture, and in our hearts and habits, that disconnect us from ourselves and others. We may even tell ourselves that we don’t need others. It’s less painful to strive to make it on our own. But in our most honest moments we know that this is what we want and need: to know and be known, to love and be loved.


      I wrote this book for you so that you might overcome this nagging sense of emptiness and cultivate the deep sense of meaning that comes from loving connections with God and the people in your life. Welcome to the journey of the connected life!
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The Causes of Our Connection Crisis
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ONE EVENING when I was in the fourth grade, my parents called my sister and me to the living room. This was a rare occurrence, so I knew something important was about to happen. They proceeded to inform us, in a very matter-of-fact manner, that they were separating. My mom would move out and we would stay there with my dad. My parents probably gave some reasons for the separation, but I don’t remember what they were. I was struggling to understand what was happening to my world; life would be different from that moment forward.


SIGNS OF A CONNECTION CRISIS


My parents separated in 1979, right at the end of an epidemic period of divorce. My family is a prototypical example from this period. From the outside we were a seemingly normal middle class family living in the suburb of Irvine, California—two parents, two kids, and two cars. On the inside, however, we were a family falling apart and disconnecting from each other, extended family, and community. In Judith Wallerstein’s landmark study of the children of divorce, which started in 1971 and spanned twenty-five years, Wallerstein and her colleagues noted: “Since 1970, at least a million children per year have seen their parents divorce—building a generation of Americans that has now come of age.”1 Millions of families were being torn apart—some silently—leaving the children with a legacy of disconnection despite the widespread, misguided belief that children would quickly rebound from divorce and experience no permanent psychological damage. As of the publication of Wallerstein’s book in 2000, this group represented one-quarter of the adults in the United States who had reached their forty-fourth birthday.

The rise of divorce is just one indicator of a broader connection crisis in our culture that has emerged over the last fifty years.2 Over this time period we’ve also seen a decline in emotional well-being in parallel with decreasing social connection. One trend that illustrates this is the increasing rates of depression in recent decades. Psychologist Martin Seligman stated: “The rate of depression over the last two generations has increased roughly tenfold.”3 Along with depression, we’ve seen an alarming increase in loneliness in recent decades. In a 2017 article in Harvard Business Review, former US surgeon general Vivek Murthy stated, “Loneliness is a growing health epidemic.”4 He goes on to note that, despite being more technologically connected than ever, rates of loneliness have more than doubled since the 1980s. In addition to general social isolation, over half of US adults recently reported feeling like no one knows them well.5

There are many interrelated factors that led to our current connection crisis. In some ways they can all be tied back to cultural trends that steadily grew in the last half of the twentieth century—the collective consciousness of the American mind about what constitutes the “good life”—what we might call “the American ideal.” This set of ideologies, values, and beliefs that constitute the American ideal include extreme forms of individualism and materialism. This “good life” values independence over friendship, personal comfort over commitment to others, solitary achievements over the common good, and economic success over social and emotional well-being. We can see this set of ideologies in the breakdown of the family and the decline of community—two major trends that have contributed to our connection crisis.




THE FRAGMENTATION OF THE FAMILY STRUCTURE


The family unit, and parent-child relationships in particular, are the most important social context in which children develop attachment bonds. It’s in these close relationships that children first learn how to connect to people and God and to develop a sense of morality.

From the mid-1960s through about 1990, the family as a social unit got steadily weaker on numerous counts. The divorce rate more than doubled from 1960 to 1980 (a 136 percent increase). This resulted in large part from dramatic changes in the cultural winds and family law in California in the late 1960s. “A series of statewide task forces,” notes Wallerstein, “recommended that men and women seeking divorce should no longer be required to prove that their spouse was unfaithful, unfit, cruel, or incompatible.”6 As a result, in 1969 Governor Ronald Reagan signed the no-fault divorce law into effect, and within a few years no-fault divorce laws spread like a virus throughout all fifty states.

Even before my parents’ divorce, their marriage had declined to nothing but a shell of a lifelong partnership. They didn’t argue in front of us, but there was a certain emptiness I felt in our family. My parents’ relationship wasn’t healthy and authentic. I didn’t see them express affection toward each other, engage in meaningful dialogue, laugh together, or do things together. This, of course, set the tone for the family; we rarely did things together. As I mentioned, my mom also suffered from emotional and physical illnesses, partly due to the very dysfunctional and fragmented family in which she grew up. The attachment bond developed with my mom was fragile and insecure, and this would come to impact all my significant relationships. The most important social context in which I learned how to connect was unhealthy, which impacted my ability to connect to God and others. Sadly, this is true for millions of Gen Xers and Millennials, and Gen Zers who are now coming of age.

I didn’t have to look far to see this same pattern in my friends. In fifth grade, we moved a few houses down from the Peterson family. They had five kids and I became close friends with Johnny and Jeremy. Their family was, in some ways, more dysfunctional than mine. On the surface theirs was also a “normal” middle class family in suburbia, but under the surface was deep fragmentation and chaos. Their mom was an alcoholic, and her alcoholism grew worse as we got older. She was often drunk when I was at the house, and she was verbally and emotionally abusive to her kids. I remember her screaming at the kids and sometimes at me, often for no apparent reason. On a few occasions she threw things at her kids. I remember one afternoon when she threw a frying pan across the room at her son Gary. Thankfully, she missed. The summer after my fifth-grade year, the Petersons divorced. By comparison, I felt my family was calm and “normal.” My sister and I lived with my dad who was secure, stable, and calm compared to Mrs. Peterson, but he was still disconnected in some ways. This was the norm I grew up with—divorced, chaotic families filled with all kinds of disconnection.

My experience is a reflection of trends in recent decades related to divorce and family households. The probability of divorce increased steadily from the early 1900s through about 1990 and then plateaued.7 Even with this plateau, nearly all studies conducted through about 2005 converged in suggesting that the lifetime probability of marital disruption is between 40 percent and 50 percent.8 In fact, well over half of my childhood friends’ parents went through a divorce. Among my inner circle of friends growing up, two-thirds were from divorced families.

A related concerning trend is that two-parent, single-household families declined in the decade of the 2000s.9 This is due to divorce and increased rates of childbearing in unmarried, cohabitating unions.10 The level of family dissolution has continued since then due to the fact that informal unions are less stable than marriages.11

The breakdown of the family has taken its toll at a societal level. In addition, although the legal act of divorce may be an event, the effects of pre-divorce marital conflict and divorce are often long lasting and impact a person’s emotional security and sense of connection to God. This was certainly the case for me.

The effects of divorce and family dissolution stem from two sources: changes in family structure (e.g., multiple households, stepparents, lack of contact with non-residential parent), and the relational struggles of parents, which are associated with unhealthy ways of relating to children. I experienced both of these in my own life and have worked with many clients who’ve experienced these negative effects of divorce. As I mentioned, after my parents’ divorce, my sister and I lived with my dad. We would see my mom occasionally on weekends, but we had relatively little contact with her. Life was forever different after the divorce.

The relationship characteristics that predict divorce—domestic violence, frequent conflict, infidelity, weak commitment to marriage, and low levels of love and trust between spouses—all reflect unhealthy relational patterns among parents that presumably get passed down to children in the form of insecure attachment.12 Attachment relationships (to which we’ll return in part three) are relationships in which a child looks to a caregiver to provide physical and emotional comfort in times of distress, and a secure base, or sense of internal security, from which to explore the world. Insecure attachment comes in two basic varieties: (1) ambivalent, in which children are highly anxious, and (2) avoidant, in which children are emotionally shut down. Both types of insecure attachment are linked to negative developmental and social outcomes later in life, including one’s relationship with God.13 Several fascinating studies have shown that pregnant mothers’ attachment tendencies predict their children’s attachment tendencies at one year of age, suggesting that attachment is passed down from parent to child through emotional communication and relational interactions.14

While there was no violence or infidelity in my parents’ case, there was certainly conflict and lack of trust that reflected deeper attachment issues. I know very little of my mom’s background because we never visited her extended family, and both her parents died by the time I was two years old. I suspect she experienced a lot of suffering during her childhood. I believe my mom rarely talked about her past with us because it brought up too much unresolved pain. When I tried to have these conversations with her when I was in college and graduate school, she would either fall apart emotionally or get angry. She simply wasn’t capable of talking in a coherent and contained way about her past. This incoherence reflects an insecure attachment, which led to significant challenges in our relationship.

Consistent with research on attachment insecurities being passed down, in the past two decades research has generally shown that children with divorced parents, compared with those with continuously married parents, score lower on emotional, behavioral, social, health, and academic outcomes.15 This corroborates previous findings and indicates that the links between divorce and various aspects of child well-being have remained relatively stable across decades. Young adults with divorced parents also continue to experience negative effects from divorce. While they don’t necessarily show higher rates of clinical depression and anxiety, they do continue to experience a significant amount of emotional pain as a result of their parents’ divorce.16

For example, in one study these young adults reported that they were forced to take on adult responsibilities as a child, felt lonely during childhood, experienced family events and holidays as stressful, felt unsafe at home due to their fathers’ absence, missed their fathers, and felt torn between their parents’ households.17 I experienced many of these things as a young adult. I became the peacemaker in my family and took on a parental role with my mom much of the time. Family events and holidays were stressful and brought up a longing for the way things were supposed to be and sadness over the way things were.

The primary functions of the attachment bond—emotional comfort and security—are negatively impacted by the typical experiences of young adults from divorced and dysfunctional homes. This, in turn, has a negative impact on people’s experiences of God. If we can’t trust our parents, who we can see, to provide emotional support and security, how can we trust God, who we can’t see? Patterns of interactions with our attachment figures get stored in our memory as gut-level expectations of how close relationships work. These expectations get placed on our relationship with God, often without realizing it. This doesn’t mean that our experiences and expectations of God can’t change, but it does mean that the social context in which we are raised profoundly shapes the “God of our gut.” And this—not the God of our head—is the God we experience most of the time.




THE DECLINE OF CIVIC AND COMMUNITY GROUPS


Every month my father-in-law, Phil, goes to a local restaurant at o’dark-thirty to meet with a group for breakfast. This group is part of a service club called Lions Clubs International, which was started by a businessman named Melvin Jones. After starting his own insurance agency in 1913, Jones joined a businessmen’s luncheon group in Chicago, Business Circle, which was devoted solely to the financial benefit of its members. Jones saw the potential of a group like this and envisioned a broader purpose. He believed that successful business leaders from similar clubs around the country could join forces and put their talents to work to improve their communities. In the summer of 1917, he invited delegates from men’s clubs to meet in Chicago and lay the groundwork for a community service organization, and Lions Clubs International was born. One of their main stated purposes is to “take an active interest in the civic, cultural, social, and moral welfare of the community.”18 Today, they run youth and health programs, emphasizing sight (e.g., blindness prevention and vision screenings) and diabetes programs. I admire my father-in-law’s involvement in the Lions Club. Every year he helps raise money for sight programs that serve our local community, and I am reminded of the importance of community ties.

Involvement in such service organizations was common among my father-in-law’s generation. In contrast, I’ve never belonged to a service club like this. None of my friends or colleagues in my age group have belonged to one either. Something has shifted in the social fabric of our communities in recent decades.

The family is the most important social group for our emotional, relational, and spiritual development. But we live out family life in a broader social context, which influences our sense of self and emotional and spiritual development directly and indirectly through its influence on family norms. What, then, are the trends with regard to broader social connection in the United States? Sadly, we see a similar weakening of social institutions in the United States over the past fifty years.

Political scientist Robert Putnam’s landmark book Bowling Alone has documented the eroding effects of declining “social capital” in the United States over the past half-century. Putnam defines social capital as the “connections among individuals—social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them.”19 He describes the decline in the majority of US social institutions, including political clubs and parties, membership in civic organizations, group recreational activities, religious organizations, unions and workplace associations, philanthropic organizations, and numerous varieties of informal social networks, ranging from card-playing groups to family meals.20

This decline cuts across all sectors of American society. For example, we as a nation spent only two-thirds as much time informally socializing at the end of the twentieth century compared to three decades earlier.21 Likewise, entertaining friends declined by 45 percent over a two-decade period (late 1970s to late 1990s). On one occasion, as I was picking up my son at my in-laws’ house, my mother-in-law, Rosa, was canvasing her neighborhood handing out invitations to a coffee get-together at her house. It was noteworthy because hardly anyone does this kind of thing anymore. If this decline in entertaining friends were to continue unabated, Putnam argues, the long-standing social practice of having friends over for dinner would virtually disappear from American life in relatively short order.

Part of this story is also a decline in trust and reciprocity. Beginning in the early 1970s, informal understandings between spouses, business partners, and other parties were no longer trusted. Suddenly, everyone wanted to “get it in writing,” giving birth to “preventative lawyering.” Trust and connection, it turns out, go hand-in-hand.

Putnam summarized the decline in social connection in this way: “Thin, single-stranded, surf-by interactions are gradually replacing dense, multi-stranded, well-exercised bonds. More of our social connectedness is one shot, special purpose, and self-oriented.”22 Larger groups with long histories, diverse constituents, and multiple objectives (i.e., authoritative communities) are being replaced by smaller groups that “reflect the fluidity of our lives by allowing us to bond easily but to break our attachments with equivalent ease.”23 Place-based social connections are being replaced by function-based social connections; but attachment bonds develop in the context of face-to-face social interactions. The development that occurs in place-based interactions reflects our embodied nature. Our very selves exist in space and time, and the deepest form of relational connection occurs “in person” as it were. Media, through which many function-based social connections now occur, is fundamentally about extending ourselves across space and time. This is reflected in the subtitle of Marshall McLuhan’s influential 1964 book, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man.24 This perspective highlights the notion that we can only extend ourselves so far without a negative impact on deep social connection.

These aspects of decline in social capital are often more pronounced in divorced families, but they have occurred across the board in our society. Many of these trends resonate with my experience and the experiences of my friends growing up. My family wasn’t involved in any civic, community, or religious organizations. My dad worked and took care of the household and my sister and me, and that was about it. Divorce typically shatters social relationships maintained by couples. This results in limited contact with would-be friends of the parents and mentors for children. This was the case for my parents—any lasting informal social networks were relatively minimal and thin. It wasn’t until I started going to church in the fifth grade with the Peterson family that mentors came into my life. These mentors showed me that God just might be different from my experience of authority figures to that point.

From the late 1990s and into the 2010s, Putnam’s thesis was widely debated, leading to some clarifications. On balance, however, there is a general consensus that Putnam was right: social connection significantly declined in the second half of the twentieth century.25 The causes of this overall trend are complex and difficult to pin down. Putnam, however, suggested four key culprits: (1) time, money, and two-career family pressures; (2) suburbanization, commuting, and sprawl; (3) the rise of electronic entertainment; and most importantly, (4) generational changes.26

Putnam’s research suggests that, all things considered, the pressures of time, money, and two-career families account for up to 10 percent of the total decline in social connection. Suburbanization, commuting, and sprawl account for an additional 10 percent of the decline. Electronic entertainment—television, and in more recent years the internet—has privatized and individualized our leisure time, accounting for approximately 25 percent. The fourth and most import factor is generational changes: “The slow, steady, and ineluctable replacement of the long civic generation by their less involved children and grandchildren.”27 Although the effects of generational succession vary across different measures of civic engagement, Putnam suggests that this factor may account for up to half of the overall decline in social connection in the United States. This generational change can be explained in part by the national unity and social solidarity brought about by the common cause and adversity of World War II. Generational changes account for such a large portion of the decline because they overlap with shifts in electronic entertainment (or social media) consumption, values, and where and how people experience a sense of community.

The last two factors turn out to be related—in fact, they may be opposite sides of the same coin. The long civic generation was the last cohort of Americans to be raised without television. The more a particular generation was exposed to television during its growing up years, the lower its civic engagement during adulthood. People who grew up in the sixties through the eighties watch television and media more and differently than those raised in the thirties through the fifties. The younger generations watch media more habitually and mindlessly than previous generations, which is linked to lower levels of civic engagement.28

These changes reflect a larger societal shift toward individualism and materialism, and away from communal values. This is evident in research on the changing opinions of Americans on what constitutes “the good life.”29 As a generation fades away that is less focused on material goods and more focused on marriage and family, it’s being replaced by a cohort that places an increasingly high value on possessions and money (e.g., “a job that pays more than average”).

We find further evidence for a shift away from communal values in the networks in which people find a sense of community. People born before 1946 are almost twice as likely as Gen Xers to feel a sense of belonging and connection to their neighborhood, church, local community, and groups and organizations to which they belong.30 What we see is a narrowing of community connection in the younger generations. Like the long civic generation, Gen Xers still experience a sense of belonging and community with their family, friends, and coworkers. However, they feel less connected to civic communities—neighborhoods, religious organizations, and other organizations.

We’re not living our lives in community as much as we used to, and this has contributed to a growing sense of emptiness and lack of meaning in our society and in our lives. Even as the internet makes us more globally minded, our sense of meaning and purpose ultimately comes from living our lives out locally in a community. When I travel, I am reminded of the importance of the community in which I live out my life. I can have all kinds of great ideas about how I want to contribute to society and God’s kingdom, but what makes my life meaningful and keeps me spiritually grounded are the people I share life with day in and day out. These are the people that form the community where I feel a sense of belonging, and to whom I am accountable.

My family is the center of this; they know me better than anyone. Walking on this journey with my wife and two sons is a true joy. It’s not always easy, but it’s deep and life-giving. They also reveal my heart to me in ways that no one else could, because they know me so well and because I am responsible to them in very concrete ways.

My community also extends to my friends, my church and work communities, and my clients. I think of a friend who just went through a difficult career transition and the many hours we spent talking about it. I think of a friend of thirty years and the times we spent together talking about life and encouraging each other. I think about my students, past and present, who have opened their lives to me as they walked through an intense time of training and growth, which is often accompanied by significant emotional pain. I think of various colleagues I work with and the joy of being part of a team focused on the goal of creating real value in the world. I think of my Sunday school class and the way we share life together and support each other during difficult times. I think of my clients who give me the privilege of walking alongside them in their journey, many of them entrusting me with things they’ve never told anyone in their lives. This is my community; these are the people that give me a sense of belonging and meaning.

Our society is losing the structures that it once had for bringing people together; individuals participate less in long-lasting communities, socialize less, and trust less. A confluence of entangled factors is converging to produce a decline in social connection in the United States over the past fifty years. Boomers, Gen Xers, and Millennials have become more individualistic and materialistic, have less leisure time and more financial pressures, and consume more electronic entertainment in a more mindless way. We are, as a society, more relationally disconnected than we once were. This has negative consequences for our emotional and spiritual well-being.
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Numerous indicators of a connection crisis in the West have emerged in the past five decades, including the rise of divorce, the decline of emotional well-being, and the decrease in social connection. Although many factors have contributed to the crisis, an overarching ideology that blends individualism and materialism—what I called the American ideal—appears to have paved the way. This ideology manifests itself in two major ways in the social fabric of our lives: the breakdown of the family and the decline of community.

Looking back on my life, it’s clear that the social disconnection I experienced growing up contributed to a corresponding spiritual disconnection. There is a close link between the connection crisis in our society and the spiritual disconnection many people experience in their sense of self and relationships with God and others. Unfortunately, there are many effects of this spiritual disconnection, which we turn to in chapter two.








2

[image: Image]

The Spiritual Effects of Our Connection Crisis
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MANY OF MY EARLY RELATIONAL EXPERIENCES left me feeling fundamentally defective in some sense. I wasn’t conscious of this feeling a lot of the time, but I developed a set of implicit beliefs about relationships and deep feelings about myself. These included the notion that there was something fundamentally wrong with me, which would always cause others to reject or abandon me in some way. This feeling is what I would now call shame, although I couldn’t name it in my early life.

I quickly developed strategies to avoid my emotional pain and secure a kind of pseudo-connection with caregivers and authority figures in my life. The main strategy I landed on was to constantly search for others who might see me for who I truly am in my uniqueness. The subconscious hope was that I would then feel truly known and experience a sense of personal significance.

When I activated this strategy in relationships, however, I often engaged in one of two patterns: (1) I didn’t allow others access to my internal world, hoping they would somehow see and validate it without me having to take the risk of revealing it; or (2) I expected too much of others in managing my inner angst. This contributed to people either not perceiving my needs and reaching out or to them withdrawing due to feeling overwhelmed by my emotional turmoil. These strategies might have led to a superficial “pseudo-connection” (meaning, not secure, stable, and healthy) but they sabotaged the goal of a deep, healthy connection characterized by being seen, known, and understood. In striving to manage my pain, I ended up feeling more disconnected.

When we grow up in an environment in which the important relationships in our life are breaking down, how does that affect our relationship with God and our overall spiritual well-being? It would be nice if we could shift into the “spiritual” realm and not deal with patterns of disconnection in our relationship with God. Unfortunately, that’s not the way human nature works. It turns out that social disconnection has a profound impact on our experience of God and spiritual community. The connection crisis we’re experiencing at a broader societal level reverberates throughout our spiritual lives.

I experienced the link between social disconnection and spiritual disconnection in my own life. Even after I understood intellectually that God had forgiven me, I still felt defective before God. My gut sense was that God simply wouldn’t give me the time of day. As in other relationships, I often didn’t share my true feelings with God, or I expected God to immediately take my pain away. This led to a painful cycle in which I was left feeling even more distant from God. Those early experiences of social disconnection shaped a strong sense of spiritual disconnection with God and my spiritual communities.

I’ve observed this link consistently in practicing therapy for twenty-five years. To a person, I’ve seen my clients’ emotional and relational struggles with parents, family members, and communities play out in their relationship with God.

Because we are relational beings, we develop unhealthy relational patterns to protect ourselves from the pain of disconnection and to create a pseudo-connection with the important people in our lives. These patterns may reduce our emotional pain, but they come at great cost. They cut us off from our own emotional truth and create disordered beliefs about how relationships work. These beliefs then drive our relationships and hinder us from being able to connect authentically with others—including God. If we are relational beings, then we would expect the connection crisis in our society to infiltrate into our spirituality because Christian spirituality is all about relationships. Indeed, this is exactly what we see. We see general evidence of spiritual disconnection in research findings on spiritual growth and in research on the spiritual stories of young adults who came of age during increasing societal disconnection.


THE SPIRITUAL DISCONNECTION CRISIS


A recent national study on the current state of discipleship noted that in many churches “there is an assumption that the appropriation of biblical knowledge will by itself lead to spiritual maturity.”1 This assumption, however, appears to be inadequate. Millennials, more so than other generations, desire spiritual growth for the purpose of helping them work through struggles they have experienced.2 More followers of Christ, especially young adult believers, need emotional healing as an integral part of their spiritual growth process.

The same study also found evidence for an isolationist approach to spiritual growth, at least among those who reported that spiritual growth is important to them, which included most of the Christian adults surveyed (90 percent).3 Among this group, nearly four out of ten people prefer to pursue spiritual growth on their own (37 percent). In addition, nearly the same percentage (41 percent) believe their spiritual life is “entirely private” and isn’t intended to affect one’s relatives, friends, communities, or society.

The mindset behind a solitary pursuit of spiritual growth is likely linked to the connection crisis we talked about in chapter one. As the family unit and communities have broken down, the American ideal of individualism has come to permeate the fabric of our spirituality. It has led to many Christians feeling disconnected from God and pursuing life with God on their own.




SPIRITUAL DISCONNECTION AMONG EMERGING ADULTS


One way to examine the association between the connection crisis and spiritual disconnection is to look at the stories of young adults who grew up during a time when social disconnection was already widespread. Two former doctoral students, Kendra Bailey and Brendon Jones, and I conducted a study in which we interviewed emerging adults about their spirituality.4 We wanted to gain a better understanding of the general themes that characterize the spiritual stories of young Christians. Though we found some positive trends, we also found that many of these young adults were experiencing several forms of spiritual disconnection: guardedness against vulnerability with God, fluctuating connection with God, insecurity with God, disconnection from spiritual community, and difficulty facing spiritual pain. Below I provide a brief window into their stories representing the growing sense of spiritual disconnection.

Guarded against vulnerability with God. Many participants described having difficulty being honest with God. Specifically, they conveyed feeling guarded against emotional vulnerability with God. They commonly experienced emotional tension in which they longed to be open and authentic with God, and yet also wanted to protect themselves from expected hurt (e.g., from God’s perceived rejection, disappointment, anger, or judgment).

These young adults used or implied a metaphor of building a wall around themselves as protection against feeling unwanted emotions such as shame or sadness. They framed their emotional detachment as a way to defend against the recurrence of painful childhood experiences of disconnection. Even so, participants often discussed their guardedness with God as an unwanted barrier in their intimacy with God.

For example, Allison (all names used for participants from this study are pseudonyms) talked about her defensive style of emotional detachment and how that affected her relationship with God. She described her self-protective wall as unwittingly guarding against authentic emotional experiences with God. Here’s how she put it:

I never felt anything spiritual so I was kind of like, Ok, why am I not feeling anything? But I think it was kind of, now that I look back, I think it was because I built up that wall. And because I built up that wall, I think God couldn’t do anything. I think as the wall is starting to come down, little bit by little bit, I think that he will work in me.


David made an explicit connection between anger experienced regularly with his father and a tentative, cautious relational approach with God:

In high school and before that, my relationship with my dad, . . . he had a temper. We would fight and we were too similar and so we would just not get along ever. With God, I feel like I have to wait and make sure I’m doing everything perfectly right. [I think to myself] I don’t want to pray right now because I’m not really in a place where I can come and be fully there. I have to tiptoe around. It’s really related to how my dad is and like how our relationship is. I’ve seen that over and over with myself and other people.


Rachel described struggling with experiencing God’s love or forgiveness. She identified the roots of her struggle as a self-protective defensiveness against feeling painful emotions that stemmed from childhood hurts. Rachel explained that, in her view, her guardedness against negative emotions unwittingly caused an inability to feel positive emotions in relationship with God:

I mean obviously I’m forgiven and he wants to be forgiving. But I think there are a lot of walls and barriers I have created because of disappointment where I don’t think I deserve the forgiveness, and so I’m not willing to receive that from him. Even as I was driving over here today I was thinking, I know I’m forgiven. He wants me to feel that, but I’m not allowing myself to feel that yet because I’m so disappointed with certain things that happened. Because of my experiences, a lot of the ways I learned to cope . . . was by turning off my emotional capacity. Sometimes it was so painful to feel that it was easier not to feel at all. So something God is trying to heal in me is teaching me how to feel again. Something I think I will probably always struggle with is feeling truly loved or feeling forgiven or feeling those things between us.


Fluctuating connection with God. Most of the young adults described a fluctuating sense of connection in their relationship to God. Sometimes they experienced God as close, but other times they experienced God as distant; sometimes they felt loved by God, while at other times they felt nothing from God. These fluctuations occurred with regular frequency, on a weekly or even daily basis. Participants had different interpretations of what caused these fluctuations, including God’s actions, their own actions, or simply the normal rhythms of spiritual life. They also had various strategies for responding during times of perceived disconnection from God.

For example, some participants engaged in more spiritual activities and tried vigorously to restore a sense of felt connection to God, whereas others engaged in fewer spiritual practices and adopted a more passive, resigned stance. Regardless, they commonly reported experiencing negative emotions in response to feeling disconnected from God (e.g., discouragement, disappointment, sadness, anger, and doubt).

Beth, for example, described her experience of God’s presence as alternating between closeness and distance. Her metaphor of a Slinky is perhaps the most apt description for this theme:

I feel like [experiencing God’s presence] is like a Slinky. It goes back and forth and back and forth. I feel like that’s on me.


Mary talked about spiritual emotions as sometimes present in her experience, while at other times absent. This was particularly true in regard to the emotion of love:

There will be times when [I think], I know God loves me. I just don’t question it. And then there are times where I’m like, I wish I could feel your love, why can’t I feel your love?


Insecurity with God. Given the fluctuations in felt connection to God, it’s not surprising that most of these young adults experienced emotional insecurity in their perceived relationship to God. Such experiences of insecurity were typically accompanied by negative emotions such as anxiety, worry, fear, inadequacy, guilt, shame, confusion, or feeling unloved. For example, Sarah’s discussion of her spiritual life was filled with descriptions of questioning her own adequacy. Here is how she described it in her own words:

I often have that feeling I’m not doing enough. “What more do I need to do?” And I was kind of basing that off of not feeling a change in my life based on the things I was doing. So I was definitely like, “Am I growing enough? Am I doing the right thing? What more do I need to do?” More, more, more. And then coming to the realization that that’s not a good view to take.


Sarah appears to have chronically questioned her self-adequacy in her relationship with God. In fact, when we asked her how often she has these feelings, she stated:

I would say the majority of the time, at least in the past. And I don’t know what is to come [in the future] but probably most of my life I’ve felt like that.


Like many emerging adults we interviewed, Sarah spoke of her feelings of anxious inadequacy as a core experience in her relationship with God.

For a number of emerging adults, insecurity took the form of not feeling loved by God. They articulated how failures in their past relationships with family and friends negatively impacted their ability to experience God’s love, which in turn made it difficult to take ownership over their faith. For example, Allison stated:

Yeah, I’m starting to own my faith. Obviously God has blessed me. I’m grateful and thankful to him for that. He’s a great God. I have, because of my issues with friends and family and stuff, felt not loved. Just this last year, I didn’t really realize it would kind of be like, “Oh yeah, God still loves the world.” You know the verse, John 3:16, but I never really personally felt like God loved me as an individual, and just through this last year, and through the church I’ve been attending down here, I’ve kind of been waking up to that fact and how I’ve kind of built a wall and how I’m blocking God out because of how I’ve been hurt as a kid.


Feeling disconnected from spiritual community. Some of the young adults we interviewed described feeling generally disconnected from spiritual community. Debbie put it this way:

I never had a level of accountability in my walk, and . . . felt like I didn’t have real fellowship or anyone coming alongside me. We had a church family, but it was just people we ate together with or did stuff together with . . . There was nothing deeper I guess.


Another participant, Lizzie, described it this way:

We looked around for other churches, and so there would be weeks where we wouldn’t go to church and other times we would go to church, but it would be in these foreign places where I didn’t know anybody and felt like a total outsider. . . . And so I think eventually sometime during high school we just stopped going. . . . And that totally, I think probably in a lot of ways, stagnated my growth spiritually, [that] removal from the church because it had been so much a foundational influence in my life growing up. And I think that probably had the effect of just feeling deprived of relationship and community in my church.


Difficulty facing spiritual pain. Finally, another prominent theme that emerged from our participants was the presence of pain, hardship, and suffering, particularly in their relationship to God. The participants’ stance toward pain distinguished a less spiritually mature group from a more spiritually mature group, but everyone we interviewed discussed facing difficulties both spiritually and in other areas of life. One participant clearly summarized this theme when asked if there was anything related to the spiritual lives of young adults that the interview hadn’t covered:

I’ve just been noticing that people are suffering. College-aged students are suffering. And I think I’ve noticed that in my friends, and hearing friends talk about friends, and experiencing that myself. . . . We just don’t know how to deal with [pain] because our culture is such a “get it right now, don’t feel pain, mask the pain” [culture]. We don’t know how to sit with pain and work through that well, and I know there are people that have done that well.


The less mature young adults tended to minimize, avoid, or mask their pain, though not everyone exhibited this pattern. As noted, we found a more mature group of young adults who seemed to accept, embrace, and acknowledge their pain. However, this pattern of minimizing spiritual pain did stand out as a common theme.

All of the participants were coping with pain in various ways, but differences emerged in their level of defensiveness. The more immature participants showed defenses that disavowed, distorted, or inhibited their experiences of spiritual pain. For these emerging adults, it was almost as if pain were incompatible with their faith. These participants chose adjectives to describe their relationship with God that were inconsistent with their actual narratives, probably to compensate for rejection, disappointment, and struggle they had faced in their human relationships and in their relationship with God.5 For example, Allison chose the word omniscient as an adjective to describe her relationship with God. When asked why she chose this word, she stated that she couldn’t understand why her family wasn’t able to find a church. She seemed to be using the omniscience of God as a way to avoid a sense of disappointment from not being able to find a church.





OEBPS/nav.xhtml






Sommaire



		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Contents



		Foreword by Curt Thompson, MD



		Introduction: The Power of Loving Connection



		Part One: The Connection Crisis

		1 The Causes of Our Connection Crisis



		2 The Spiritual Effects of Our Connection Crisis



		3 Misguided Spirituality







		Part Two: Relational Knowledge

		4 We Know More Than We Can Say



		5 Once More with Feeling







		Part Three: Attachment Bonds

		6 Born to Connect



		7 Becoming Attached



		8 How We Connect to God and Others







		Part Four: Transformation

		9 Born to Love



		10 Deep Love



		11 Understanding Deep Growth



		12 Cultivating Deep Growth



		13 Suffering Well



		14 Born to Belong







		Acknowledgments



		Notes



		Praise for The Connected Life



		About the Author



		More Titles from InterVarsity Press



		Copyright





Pagination de l'édition papier



		1



		1



		2



		4



		5



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		213



		214



		215



		217



		219



Guide

		Cover

		Start of content

		Contents





OEBPS/images/p4.jpg
FZ/ANNNNSNANYERERRRE AL\ S

'lllllllli‘

TODD W. HALL

oooooo d by CURT THO SON

o‘ ;‘\

My
Connected

ANNN NS S
@A NN NN NS S =S

franuEREmn
‘EFrauEEEEmR

The ART and SCIENCE of
RELATIONAL SPIRITUALITY

/
}'llll AN NN N N Illll\\\\\\\\‘






OEBPS/images/AI_IVP_Books_G.jpg
==
Vp

An imprint of InterVarsity Press
Downers Grove, lllinois





OEBPS/images/p3.jpg





OEBPS/images/CH_dingbat_A0262_color.jpg
Y





OEBPS/images/part1.jpg
FZZANNNNNNNE R R} AN\ N

PART ONE
;,,

Y

\\r
NN

ANNN NN S N
= NN e

/

) (1111 NN NN N e~ NV // / /AN NN\ ) I





OEBPS/images/sep_autre.jpg





OEBPS/cover/cover.jpg
““l'l\\\\\\\ Illlllll III\\\\'I,,,_

MLl

TODD W, HALL

b !lllllllll

NN

SNTFFPR LR R DU R R R RN A NN NN NN, S, RGN RN

MR LLL 0L L

The ART and SCIENCE of
RELATIONAL SPIRITUALITY

|

[

: : : A
PV IRRRMNNNNNG S~~~ WV ////JAN\\\\\} ‘





