Beating the Blahs #4

“Overcoming Loneliness”

selected Scriptures

“Ah, look at all the lonely people.”

If we were playing “Name That Tune,” and you guessed “Eleanor Rigby” by the Beatles, you’d be a winner!

Even though that song is over fifty years old, though, the words ring truer today than ever. And songs about loneliness have been hits for years. Elvis Presley asked “Are You Lonely Tonight?” Journey sang, “Ask the Lonely.” The Backstreet Boys demanded, “Show Me the Meaning of Being Lonely.” And Christina Aguilera admitted, “Nobody Wants to Be Lonely.” Roy Orbison perhaps put these common feelings most classically, “Only the lonely know the way I feel tonight, Only the lonely know this feeling ain’t right.” Yes, loneliness “ain’t right,” but it is a fact. Ravi Zacharias has circled the globe countless times in the cause of Christ, and his observation is that “…this cry of loneliness is felt by all, though better expressed by some.” A.W. Tozer wrote, “Most of the world’s great souls have been lonely.”

Loneliness is one of the most miserable feelings a person can have. Sometimes you may feel that nobody loves you; that nobody even cares if you exist.
 Chuck Swindoll writes of loneliness,

It is the most desolate word in all human language. It is capable of hurling the heaviest weights the heart can endure. It plays no favorites, ignores all rules of courtesy, knows neither border nor barrier, yields no mercy, refuses all bargains, and holds the clock in utter contempt. It cannot be bribed; it will not be left behind. Crowds only make it worse, activity simply drives it deeper. Silent and destructive as a flooding river in the night, it leaves its slimy banks, seeps into our dwelling, and rises to a crest of despair. Tears fall from our eyes as groans fall from our lips—but loneliness, that uninvited guest of the soul, arrives at dusk and stays for dinner.

Loneliness is a painful inner emptiness that everybody experiences at times. It may last for a short time or persist throughout life. It impacts people of all ages. Although it appears in all cultures, it is most prevalent in societies that emphasize individualism. It occurs frequently in single adults living alone, elderly people who have lost a spouse, parents without partners, or people away from home, including students. It can characterize people who live apart from other human beings, but it is possible to be lonely surrounded by other people. Many married people live with their spouses but feel lonely and alienated, especially when there is marital tension.

Loneliness has been with us a long time. The psalmist wrote in Psalm 102:1-7,

Hear my prayer, O Lord; let my cry for help come to you. Do not hide your face from me when I am in distress. Turn your ear to me; when I call, answer me quickly. For my days vanish like smoke; my bones burn like glowing embers. My heart is blighted and withered like grass; I forget to eat my food. Because of my loud groaning I am reduced to skin and bones. I am like a desert owl, like an owl among the ruins. I lie awake; I have become like a bird alone on a roof.

Perhaps you can identify with this loneliness. In a world experiencing a population explosion, it seems strange that loneliness is one of our greatest problems. Loneliness is something we must not overlook, because loneliness is serious.

Loneliness is rarely discussed in the Scriptures, but it is seen repeatedly, even in the lives of Bible heroes such as Moses, Job, Nehemiah, Elijah, and Jeremiah. David once wrote about being “alone and in deep distress.” Jesus, who knows all our infirmities, surely felt lonely in Gethsemane and later on the cross when he called to God and asked, “Why have you forsaken me?” John must have been lonely in those years of exile on the Isle of Patmos. In prison, at the end of his life, Paul wrote that his friends had left, that some had forsaken him, and that he needed his younger colleague to “please come as soon as you can.”
 

What do we mean by loneliness? Warren Wiersbe, in his book Lonely People, probably says it best: “It’s probably easier to feel than to describe.”
 Yet I found this definition by Dr. Gary Collins to be enlightening:

Loneliness is the painful awareness that we lack close and meaningful contact with others. It involves a painful feeling of isolation, and sadness and a deep desire to connect with others. Even when they are surrounded by others, lonely people may feel left out, unwanted, rejected, or misunderstood. Frequently there is depression, self-criticism, restlessness, and anxiety, accompanied by a longing to be wanted and needed by at least one other human being. Despite this desire, lonely people often feel uncertain about how to reach out or unable to initiate and continue close relationships.

Loneliness means feeling like you’re all by yourself when you’re surrounded by all kinds of people, some of whom might want to meet you and chat with you. Loneliness is feeling emotional isolation even in a crowd; it is a feeling of being unwanted and unneeded. Lonely people get to the place where they automatically build walls instead of bridges and step back when others step forward to greet them. Lonely people face each day as if there’s nothing to live for. Nobody really cares anymore. Loneliness eats away at the inner person until all emotional strength is sapped and hope is destroyed.

It is important to recognize that loneliness is not the same as solitude. Loneliness is a negative, unwanted experience. Solitude is a voluntary withdrawal from others that can be positive. Loneliness can sweep over us and hang on in spite of our best efforts to cast it off; solitude can be started and ended at will. Loneliness is painful, draining, and unpleasant; solitude can be refreshing, rejuvenating, and enjoyable.
 Jesus practiced solitude and advised His disciples to do the same; it is not the same as loneliness.

Loneliness does not arise simply because of the absence of people, because a crowd is often the loneliest of places.
 As Max Lucado writes, “Loneliness is not the absence of faces. It is the absence of intimacy. Loneliness doesn’t come from being alone; it comes from feeling alone.”
 

The Causes of Loneliness

What causes loneliness? Sociologists, psychologists, and medical experts have been studying loneliness for many years. They don’t always agree, but they have come to some conclusions that help point the way to a better understanding of this malady.

Social Causes
The mobility of modern life leaves many people rootless. They have many casual acquaintances but very few deep and lasting friendships. How many people who live on your street or in your apartment building do you know personally? How many people who work in your office do you know? How many of them do you want to know? In the United States, an average of 20 percent of the population relocates every year. This means digging up their roots and being transplanted, having to make new friends and find new doctors, dentists, barbers, hairdressers, grocery stores, and places of worship. But many people don’t cultivate new friends that quickly, and they pay the price of mobility with loneliness.

Technology has led to increased loneliness. As government, business, educational institutions, and churches have grown in size and become more impersonal, it is easy for people to feel smaller, less noticed, and less needed. As efficiency, productivity, and convenience have become more important, there is less time for developing deep, satisfying relationships.

More than any other technological invention, the Internet may have had the greatest relationship to loneliness. Frequent Internet use may pull people away from face-to-face contact and relationship building. As a result, they become more alienated from normal social contacts and may even cut these off as the Internet becomes the predominant way of relating to others.

Psychological Causes
Loneliness also has psychological causes. Lonely people often have similar characteristics. For one thing, they are hurt easily and their wounds don’t heal quickly. Somewhere in life they’ve been deeply wounded and this has left them keeping their distance. They’re afraid of being hurt again so they pull into their protective shells.

Lonely people are often insecure people. It takes a sense of personal security to be able to reach out to others and share yourself with them. You have to know where you stand and who you are and what you can do to be able to receive others and develop friendships. To most people, meeting others is a treat; but to lonely people, meeting others is a threat. You can’t build strong relationships on insecure foundations.

Lonely people are sometimes confused people. They aren’t sure who they are or where they’re going or why they’re here. That’s why knowing God through faith in Jesus Christ starts us on the road to fulfillment, for when you know God, you know where you came from, who you are, and what God wants you to be and do.

Sometimes lonely people are selfish people whose lives are controlled by self-pity. They feel sorry for themselves, and they envy others who have more than they have and can do more than they can. Instead of being thankful for what they do have, they sit around feeling sorry for themselves because of what they don’t have.

Chronically lonely people sometimes conclude that nothing can be done to improve the condition, so they sink further into their loneliness. In addition, loneliness appears often in people who have low self-esteem, self-defeating attitudes, depression, inability to communicate, lack of control, hostility, or fear.

Spiritual Causes
One of the root causes of loneliness is spiritual. Spiritual relationships are the most important relationships in life. Life is built on relationships—your relationship to yourself, to others, to the creation around you, and most of all, to God. Being able to know yourself, accept yourself, and be yourself enables you to relate to others. I have learned that when my relationship to God, myself, and others is what it ought to be, loneliness is not a problem. When we leave God out of our lives or deliberately disobey Him, we open the way for loneliness to come in.

At the time of creation, Adam and Eve enjoyed intimacy with God and with each other, but when sin entered the human race, true intimacy disappeared. In its place came deception, defensiveness, blaming, self-interest, and power struggles. Loneliness often comes because sin has alienated us from God and from one another. Instead of turning to God in repentance and seeking restitution with fellow human beings, thousands of lonely people seek to escape from their loneliness through involvement with drugs, sex, work, sports, therapy, Eastern spiritualities, or a host of other activities that fail to remove the inner restlessness. When God is ignored or sin is unconfessed, loneliness and a deep inner sense of alienation often persist.

Wiersbe gives an interesting take on the subject: “Loneliness,” he writes, “is the malnutrition of the soul that comes from living on substitutes.” That’s what Isaiah 55:1-2 is talking about:

Come, all you who are thirsty, come to the waters; and you who have no money; come, buy and eat! Come, buy wine and milk without money and without cost. Why spend money on what is not bread, and your labor on what does not satisfy? Listen, listen to me, and eat what is good, and your soul will delight in the richest of fare.

Many lonely people are feeding their inner persons with substitutes. They’re spending money for that which is not bread and laboring for that which does not satisfy. God offers them something worthwhile, something to satisfy and nourish the inner person, and He offers it “without money and without cost.” That’s His unlimited grace.

People today have the idea that if you have a job, money, and food, you’ll be satisfied. Yet Isaiah was saying, “You spend your money, but you aren’t buying bread. You’re laboring hard, but your work doesn’t satisfy you. You’re feeding the body and the pocketbook, but the inner person is starving and bankrupt. You’re living on substitutes!”

Loneliness is the malnutrition of the soul that comes from living on substitutes. And the sad thing is, many of the people I meet are satisfied with substitutes. They’re satisfied with entertainment when God offers them joy. They’re satisfied with taking a sleeping pill when God offers them peace. They’re satisfied with prices when God offers them values. They’re satisfied with fun when God offers them abundant life.

The Consequences of Loneliness

Loneliness has physical consequences. It’s interesting to note one survey that reported more than 50 percent of the heart patients studied confessed they were lonely and depressed before they had their heart attack. Some research even indicates a relationship between loneliness and certain kinds of cancer.

Loneliness also has emotional consequences. I found one study in which 80 percent of the psychiatric patients interviewed said they sought help because of their loneliness. Loneliness can lead people to become nervous, to overeat, to drink heavily, and to experience insomnia. Haifa million people attempt suicide in the United States every year, and many of these attempts are linked to loneliness. People feel lonely day after day and decide to destroy themselves. At the Suicide Prevention Center in Los Angeles, California, many of the teenagers interviewed confessed that their suicide attempts started with feelings of loneliness.

Yes, loneliness has physical and emotional consequences, but it also has spiritual consequences. You see, God made us not to be lonely but to have fellowship with Him and with the people around us. He made us to enjoy creative lives, to be people who are growing and enjoying the enrichment He provides. It’s a sad thing when people are lonely and fail to achieve all that God wants them to achieve in their lives. As we consider the meaning of loneliness, let’s try to answer three very important questions: What is loneliness? What causes loneliness? Is there a cure for loneliness?

All of us are subject to loneliness, and thankfully Scripture gives some practical suggestions on God’s answer to this problem.

The Conquest of Loneliness

I want to conclude by considering the conquest of loneliness. I am convinced that loneliness can be conquered in the life of every Christian. 

 A good deal that is written about loneliness begins by telling a lonely one to get busy: Do something, occupy yourselves, keep your hands busy. But that is starting on entirely the wrong basis. Notice that God didn’t first tell the prophet Elijah to get busy and find some friends and he would get over his loneliness. God began with a revelation of His personal presence. All the busyness and all the friendships that you can establish apart from Christ’s personal presence will never satisfy this need.

Is there a cure for loneliness? Yes, there is. We can’t easily change society, and we can’t force others to change. Some lonely people may need professional Christian counseling. If your loneliness is bordering on depression and destruction, then you ought to get professional help from a competent Christian counselor. But lonely people can begin to experience inner healing by trusting Jesus Christ. Only Jesus Christ can help us to know ourselves, accept ourselves, and be ourselves. Only Jesus Christ can cleanse us from the guilt of sin and give us an exciting new future. Only Jesus Christ can make us new people and give us the inner power to face life and handle its demands.
 We will only find our significance and security in a personal relationship with Him. Anything else is to, in the words of Wiersbe, live on substitutes. And substitutes don’t satisfy.

Once we have done this, what can be done to conquer loneliness? Here are some steps:

Admit the Problem. When people feel lonely, the first steps toward recovery are to admit the loneliness, to acknowledge that it is painful, and to decide to do something about its causes. We acknowledge the problem feeling (loneliness) and we commit our will to do something about it.

Change our Thinking. Here we identify the problem thinking—the falsehoods we tell ourselves that we are no good, nobody cares about us, or that we are only worthwhile if we are making everybody happy all the time. These are lies of the devil and need to be challenged as such! Often there is self-pity, pessimistic thinking, and complaints about the unfairness of life. All of this needs to be gently but firmly challenged. Like the psalmist in Psalms 42-43 we saw last week, we need to tell ourselves the truth.

Develop Self-Esteem. Lonely people must be helped to see and acknowledge their strengths, abilities, and spiritual gifts as well as their weaknesses. Most of us go through life silently talking to ourselves, and often we convince ourselves that we are unattractive, incompetent, or disliked by others. At times we compare ourselves to people who are more popular or successful, and in so doing we become convinced of our own inferiorities. As a result, we develop low self-esteem and possess little confidence to tackle new problems. We need to remind ourselves that in God’s sight every human being—including us!—is valuable and loved, every sin can be forgiven, each of us has abilities and gifts that can be developed, and all people have weaknesses that can be lived with and for which we can make adjustments.

When you find a time of loneliness creeping up on you, you have to make a decision: Am I going to use this experience to witness for Christ or to gather sympathy for myself? Am I going to reach for the phone and burden somebody else with the way I feel, or am I going to pray, “Lord, whatever comes, help me to be a witness for Christ”? As the Lord enables us, we can overcome our self-centered thinking and begin to tell others about Jesus Christ. If I deliberately draw attention to myself and my trials, I’m not a witness for Christ; but if I praise the Lord in the midst of emotional pain, I will find that the Holy Spirit uses praise to change things.

When we are lonely, we need an understanding friend. Jesus is the One who “sticks closer than a brother.” When we are lonely, we need strength to keep putting one foot in front of the other—Jesus is the One “who strengthens me.” When we are lonely, we need to lift our eyes off ourselves. Jesus, the “Founder and Finisher” of the life of faith, invites us to fix our eyes on Him and refuse to succumb.

Now I realize what I am about to say will sound like heresy, but hear me out: We need more than a right relationship with God to conquer loneliness. Before you throw your hymnals at me, consider what God said in Genesis 2:18, “It is not good for man to be alone.” This tells us something about life in general, not just about marriage. People need each other. As followers of Jesus Christ, we’re part of a great fellowship that transcends time and space, a fellowship that Paul called in Ephesians 3:15 his “whole family in heaven and on earth.” Millions of people around the world pray “Our Father” and not “My Father” because they’re members of a fellowship called the church of Jesus Christ. The church is not a denomination, but an incredible group of people who own Jesus Christ as Lord and seek to live for Him. As part of this wonderful spiritual fellowship, we can find the resources we need to overcome persistent and painful loneliness.

And the responsibility of relationships is ours. Doctors Minirth and Maier write in their book Happiness is a Choice,

No man is an island. No man can be a happy hermit. Loneliness is painful. We must have intimate friends. Again, we must assume 100 percent of the responsibility for building friendships. Solomon said that if we want friends, we must go out and be friendly—we have to earn friends. All humans fear rejection— some more than others. Don’t expect everyone to like you. Make friendly gestures toward three or four couples, and if only one of them responds, consider that a successful average. You don’t need a great number of friends. You need two or three intimate friends. Then, if one dies, moves away, or rejects you later, it won’t be a total disaster for you. You will still have a couple intimate friends on whom to lean.

Depression tends to make us passive and reactive. We allow the world to pass us by. We wait for someone else to make the first move. We need to become proactive and take responsibility for our relationships. 

If you don’t have a friend, why not? If no one calls you on the phone, call them! Quit whining and complaining about what other people don’t do when you’re not doing it yourself! I realize this may sound a bit harsh, but again like the psalmist in our last study, sometimes we need to not only talk to ourselves, but give ourselves a talking to!

Yes, Jesus understands loneliness. So He says to you, “I understand how you feel. I care about you and I want to help you.” Let Him help you conquer your loneliness as you turn to Him in prayer and reach out in love to lonely people around you!
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