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• An ‘epidemic of loneliness’?

• Psychological and physical 
effects of loneliness

• Current mental health 
demographics on depression

• Isolation and disconnection in 
an age of technology

• Cultivating resilience and 
community in response to 
these public health issues.

• The church as a responsive 
pastoral theological context!



Joshua 3: “You have not passed this way before…” 

A Lenten image?

Early in the morning Joshua rose and 
set out from Shittim with all the 

Israelites, and they came to the Jordan. 
They camped there before crossing 
over. 2 At the end of three days the 

officers went through the camp 3 and 
commanded the people, “When you 
see the ark of the covenant of the LORD

your God being carried by the levitical
priests, then you shall set out from 
your place. Follow it, 4 so that you 

may know the way you should go, for 
you have not passed this way before. 
Yet there shall be a space between you 

and it, a distance of about two 
thousand cubits; do not come any 
nearer to it.” 5 Then Joshua said to the 

people, “Sanctify yourselves; for 
tomorrow the LORD will do wonders 
among you.” 6 To the priests Joshua 

said, “Take up the ark of the covenant, 
and pass on in front of the people.” So 
they took up the ark of the covenant 

and went in front of the people.



Or…Conditions May Vary!



Resilience, flourishing in the ‘new normal” can be 
cultivated…





“And what do I risk to tell you this, which is all I 
know? Love yourself. Then forget it. Then, love the 
world.”
~ Mary Oliver 



Integrity…what is it? How do we cultivate it? 

How does it inform resilience?

• 1400-50; late Middle 
English integrite < Latin 
integritās. See  integer, 
integration, integrity.

• 1. adherence to moral 
and ethical principles; 
soundness of moral 
character; honesty. 

• 2. the state of being 
whole, entire, complete…



~Assist us, Lord, in living hopefully into the 
future. In the face of change, help us to set 

unnecessary fears aside and to recognize our 
potential for creative response. Help us to 

develop a reasonable optimism when confronted 
by “the new” and to guard against our own 

defensiveness. Be with us as we remember and 
celebrate former times, and keep us from 

unreasonable yearning for them, which takes us 
from the work you have set before us in our time. 

All this we ask in the name of your Child, our 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen.

“For times of change” by the Rev. Linda C. Smith-Criddle in Women's Uncommon Prayers: Our 
Lives Revealed, Nurtured, Celebrated; eds., Elizabeth Rankin Geitz, Marjorie A. Burke, Ann Smith, 

Kathryn McCormick, p. 362.



Lonely in America?
• Loneliness and social isolation can be as 

damaging to health as smoking 15 cigarettes a 
day, researchers warned in a recent webcast, 
and the problem is particularly acute among 
seniors, especially during holidays. Recent 
studies indicate that loneliness is more 
damaging to overall health than diabetes and 
obesity combined.

• https://www.cdc.gov/aging/publications/fea
tures/lonely-older-adults.html

• Two in five Americans report that they 
sometimes or always feel their social 
relationships are not meaningful, and one in 
five say they feel lonely or socially isolated, 
despite advances in technology, social media, 
etc.. 

• The lack of connection can have life 
threatening consequences, said Brigham Young 
University professor Julianne Holt-Lunstad, 
who testified before the U.S. Senate in April, 
2017 that the problem is structural as well as 
psychological.

https://www.cdc.gov/aging/publications/features/lonely-older-adults.html


CDC Report on Loneliness
• Health Risks of Loneliness

• Although it’s hard to measure social isolation and loneliness precisely, there is strong evidence that 
many adults aged 50 and older are socially isolated or lonely in ways that put their health at risk. 

Recent studies found that:

• Social isolation significantly increased a person’s risk of premature death from all causes, a risk that 
may rival those of smoking, obesity, and physical inactivity.1

• Social isolation was associated with about a 50% percent increased risk of dementia.1

• Poor social relationships (characterized by social isolation or loneliness) was associated with a 29% 
increased risk of heart disease and a 32% increased risk of stroke.1

• Loneliness was associated with higher rates of depression, anxiety, and suicide.

• Loneliness among heart failure patients was associated with a nearly 4 times increased risk of death, 

68% increased risk of hospitalization, and 57% increased risk of emergency department visits. 1

• Immigrant, LGBT People Are at Higher Risk

• The report highlights loneliness among vulnerable older adults, including immigrants; lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) populations; minorities; and victims of elder abuse

• Current research suggests that immigrant, and lesbian, gay, bisexual populations experience 
loneliness more often than other groups. Latino immigrants, for example, “have fewer social ties and 

lower levels of social integration than US-born Latinos.” First-generation immigrants experience 
stressors that can increase their social isolation, such as language barriers, differences in community, 
family dynamics, and new relationships that lack depth or history, the report states. Similarly, gay, 

lesbian, and bisexual populations tend to have more loneliness than their heterosexual peers because 
of stigma, discrimination, and barriers to care.



Harvard Grant Study: 
“Ageing Well”—
Cultivating Resilience

1. Lifestyle choices play a greater 
role than genetics, wealth, race.

2. Play, creativity, intellectual 

curiosity, lifelong learning are 
significant.

3. Long term intimacy and forming 
new friendships are increasingly 

important with age.

4. Ongoing intimacy, generativity, 
and identity formation are keys to 
resilience.

5. Alcohol abuse impairs ability to 

form relationships. 

6. Hope! Be “future oriented.”

7. Develop a capacity for gratitude 
and forgiveness.

8. Imagine the world as it seems to 
others. Develop compassion.

9. “Play well with others…leave the 

screen door unlatched.”



• The average household size in 
the U.S. has declined in the past decade, 
leading to a 10 percent increase in 
people living alone. According to the 
U.S. Census Bureau, over a quarter of 
the U.S. population -- and 28 percent of 
older adults -- now live by themselves.

• The good news is that friendships 
reduce the risk of mortality or 
developing certain diseases and can 
speed recovery in those who fall ill. 

• Moreover, simply reaching out to lonely 
people can jump-start the process of 
getting them to engage with neighbors 
and peers, according to Robin Caruso of 
Care More Health.Her "Togetherness" 
initiative aims to combat "an epidemic 
of loneliness" among seniors through 
weekly phone calls, home visits and 
community programs. Churches can be 
critical partners in this effort!



“To connect to others is a biological need. It ties back to the 
idea that to be part of a group is adaptive to survival.” 

(Aspen Institute 2019)
• The crisis of loneliness poses as 

grave a threat to public health as 
obesity or substance abuse. It cuts 
across generations and reaches 
around the world. Katie Hafner
calls it “a quiet devastation” and 
the poet Emily Dickenson writes 
that it is “the horror not to be 
surveyed.” Millions of people live 
with sparse human contact and 
research tells us that lonely people 
are more likely to become ill, 
experience cognitive decline, and 
die early.

• Being socially connected, on the 
other hand — as reflected by the 
size of our social networks, the 
extent to which we are involved 
with others, the quality of our 
relationships, and our perception 
that support is available when we 
need it — are all associated with 
longevity. (Aspen Institute 2019)



• A stigma surrounds talking 
about loneliness, and it is 
intensified by ageism. “We 
want to ignore older 
people,” says Perissinotto. 
“We don’t want to talk 
about what it looks to not 
age successfully. We only 
want to hear about healthy 
aging.” 

• We’re not yet sure of the 
impact of technology on 
loneliness and social 
isolation. A significant 
increase in the number of 
people say they are lonely at 
the same time that social 
media became more popular, 
but we don’t yet know what 
is cause and what is effect.

• Technology can be a valuable 
tool for making connections, 
but it offers no guarantee 
that it will relieve loneliness. 
“The power of human 
contact can not be 
underestimated.” 



Loneliness is sometimes 
exacerbated by mental 
illness…

• 18.1% of adults in the U.S. 
experienced an anxiety disorder 
such as posttraumatic stress 
disorder, obsessive-compulsive 
disorder and specific phobias.7

• Among the 20.2 million adults in the 
U.S. who experienced a substance 
use disorder, 50.5%—10.2 million 
adults—had a co-occurring mental 
illness such as depression.8



We humans make a lonely crowd, 
and it’s killing us.

• Social isolation is more lethal than 
smoking 15 cigarettes a day, or than 
obesity, according to research published 

by Julianne Holt-Lunstad of Brigham 
Young University. Since obesity is 
associated in the United States with 

300,000 to 600,000 deaths a year, the 
implication is that loneliness is a huge, if 
silent, killer.

• Loneliness increases inflammation, heart 

disease, dementia and death rates, 
researchers say — but it also simply 
makes us heartsick…. Public health 

experts in many countries are debating 
how to address a “loneliness epidemic” 
that corrodes modern life, but Britain has 

taken the lead: Last year it appointed a 
minister for loneliness.

• “It touches almost every one of us at some 
point,” Baroness Barran, the current 

minister for loneliness, told me. “It can 
lead to very serious health consequences 
for the individual and leads to erosion of 

our society, where people become 
isolated and disconnected.”

~ Nicholas Kristof

https://www.wvdhhr.org/bph/oehp/obesity/mortality.htm
https://www.nbcnews.com/healthmain/heavy-burden-obesity-may-be-even-deadlier-thought-6C10930019


“ministries of loneliness”....
The ministry in the UK started a “Let’s Talk 
Loneliness” campaign that sparked difficult 
conversations across Britain, and it is handing 
out small grants to local gardening clubs, bird-
watching groups and others so that they can 
spread the word and invite more people to join. 

It is supporting “friendly benches,” which are 
public benches where people are encouraged to 
go and chat with one another. It’s pushing to 
keep community spaces open and to stop public 
transportation from being cut in ways that leave 
people isolated. 

One early lesson, Barran said: Because of stigma, 
don’t post a sign inviting lonely people to show 
up. Rather, have an upbeat sign inviting people 
to take part in a dog-walking club, a 
community garden or some other activity.

“We should focus on people’s gifts rather than 
people’s problems, because most of us would 
prefer to talk about our gifts,” Barran said.

I suggest that we also make it easier for people to 
have dogs. There is some evidence that dog 
owners (but not cat owners) are less lonely, 
although in fairness the research is mixed.

Some think that the internet has aggravated the 
problem, because a cursory look through 
Facebook or Instagram suggests that everyone 
else in the world is having a fabulous time and 
enjoys perfect relationships.

https://letstalkloneliness.co.uk/
https://www.thefriendlybench.co.uk/
http://theconversation.com/dogs-really-can-chase-away-loneliness-125495
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/dont-delay/201002/living-alone-can-canine-companionship-help-beat-loneliness


Harvard Grant Study

• https://www.ted.com/talks/robert_waldinger
_what_makes_a_good_life_lessons_from_the
_longest_study_on_happiness?language=en

https://www.ted.com/talks/robert_waldinger_what_makes_a_good_life_lessons_from_the_longest_study_on_happiness?language=en


The Unlonely Project

• https://artandhealing.org/unlonely-overview/

https://artandhealing.org/unlonely-overview/


Empathy…the power of human connection

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cDDWvj_
q-o8

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cDDWvj_q-o8


The Church and Mental Health

• https://www.wvpublic.org/post/hidden-brain-
does-going-church-improve-your-mental-
health#stream/0

https://www.wvpublic.org/post/hidden-brain-does-going-church-improve-your-mental-health


• When you have depression or 
anxiety, exercise often seems like the 
last thing you want to do. But once 
you get motivated, exercise can make 
a big difference.

• Exercise helps prevent and improve a 
number of health problems, including 
high blood pressure, diabetes and 
arthritis. Research on depression, 
anxiety and exercise shows that the 
psychological and physical benefits of 
exercise can also help improve mood 
and reduce anxiety.

• The links between depression, anxiety 
and exercise aren't entirely clear —
but working out and other forms of 
physical activity can definitely ease 
symptoms of depression or anxiety 
and make you feel better. Exercise 
may also help keep depression and 
anxiety from coming back once you're 
feeling better.

• Often these activities can be done in 
community, in groups or with other 
individuals…including family!



We can learn from trees 
about care and empathy!

Before it dies, a Douglas fir, half a 
millennium old, will send its storehouse 
of chemicals back down into its roots and 
out through its fungal partners, donating 
its riches to the community pool in a last 
will and testament…trees communicate, 
over the air and through their 
roots…trees take care of each 
other….seeds remember the seasons of 
their childhood and set buds 
accordingly…We call these “giving 
trees.”

…Trees sense the presence of other 
nearby life…learn to save water and feed 
their young and synchronize their masts 
and bank resources and warn kin and 
send out signals to wasps to come and 
save them from attacks. Forests wire 
themselves up underground. There are 
brains down there, ones our own brains 
aren’t shaped to see. Root plasticity, 
solving problems and making decisions. 
Fungal synapses. Link enough trees 
together, and a forest grows aware.

(Richard Powers, The Overstory) 



Shinrin-Yoku

~ Get to the woods. Bathe in the 
forest. Since shinrin-yoku’s
inception, researchers have 
spent millions of dollars 
testing its efficacy; the 
documented benefits to one’s 
health thus far include 
lowered blood pressure, blood 
glucose levels, and stress 
hormones . 

~ Sometimes called 
phytoncides…these pinenes, 
limonenes, and other aerosols 
emitted by evergreens and 
many other trees change our 
neural pathways and 
neurochemistry. Scientists 
have identified 50 to 100 of 
these phytoncides in the 
Japanese countryside

https://www.outsideonline.com/1870381/take-two-hours-pine-forest-and-call-me-morning


Reach out and connect at Church!

How Faith Can Help: ~ Research has shown 
that religion and individual spirituality can 
directly improve our physical and mental 
health:

~ Contemplative prayer and meditation: 10-20 
minutes of meditation causes what is called the 
"relaxation response": decreased metabolism, 
decreased heart rate, decreased breathing rate 
and slower, calmer brain waves.

~ Togetherness: Religion offers other supports 
for mental health as well by creating 
opportunities to interact with the community!  
Group religious rituals provide structured social 
activities that cause relatively little anxiety and 
benefit our health directly. Places of worship 
may also offer a number of resources and social 
activities that can encourage and support people 
living with a mental health condition and their 
families, providing additional benefits through 
community connections



Resilience: flourishing in the “new normal,” can be 

cultivated…

~ Resilience, bouncing back 
from change, adversity, and 
adapting and flourishing in the 
“new normal,” through 
thoughts, behaviors, and actions 
can be learned, cultivated, and 
developed.

~ It is an alternative to 
“pathology based” assessments 
and theory. Cultivating 
resilience can change our neural 
pathways and neurochemistry 
(neuroplasticity).

~ Resilience transcends 
disciplines, and has applications 
in engineering, ecology, 
medicine, finance, leadership, 
and religion. Cultivating 
resilience can change mind, 
body, and spirit. 



Cultivate friendships and activities that build community….

~ A Sense of Understanding: For some, 
the most important aspect of religion is 
that it offers ways to understand our 
experiences. The major world religions 
each offer explanations of why suffering 
exists in the world. Turning to these 
explanations brings comfort to many 
people confronting illness. The "why 
me?" question can never be answered 
entirely by medical science, and some 
people find the answers they seek in 
religion.

~ Cultivate activities that nurture and 
sustain you in mind, body and spirit. 
These are increasingly important as we 
get older!

~ Helping Others: Relatively recent 
research suggests that we experience 
Religious organizations may provide us 
direct health benefits when we volunteer 
to help others. This occurs with 
straightforward, simple opportunities to 
serve the community, thus improving 
our mood and reducing our anxiety 
levels. As Mary Oliver said so well, 
“Love yourself. Then forget it. Then, love 
the world.”



You do not have to be good.
You do not have to walk on 

your knees
for a hundred miles through 

the desert, repenting.
You only have to let the soft 

animal of your body
love what it loves.

Tell me about despair, yours, 
and I will tell you mine.

Meanwhile the world goes 
on.

Meanwhile the sun and the 
clear pebbles of the rain
are moving across the 

landscapes,
over the prairies and the deep 

trees,
the mountains and the rivers.

Meanwhile the wild geese, 
high in the clean blue air,
are heading home again.

Whoever you are, no matter 
how lonely,

the world offers itself to your 
imagination,

calls to you like the wild 
geese, harsh and exciting –
over and over announcing 

your place
in the family of things.

Mary Oliver ~ Wild Geese


