
JESUS UNDERSTANDS!
Remember, God wants to redeem your seasons of social pain 

and lonesomeness. So when tears and sorrow come, look to Jesus—
he bore to the cross the loneliness you feel. He blamed no one while 
he felt the weight of isolation or while, from the cross, he cried out, 
“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46).

Jesus was forsaken by even his closest friends. In the Garden of 
Gethsemane, Jesus asked his best friends to keep watch with him. 
But they didn’t. At his greatest point of need, Jesus was let down 
and abandoned by his friends (Matt. 26:38). When his friends 
saw the soldiers come to arrest Jesus, Matthew 26:56 says, “All 
the disciples deserted him and fl ed.” And when it comes to the 
loneliness Jesus felt from being misunderstood, not even those in 

his innermost circle really knew him; they didn’t understand his mission.

•  Jesus went without the comfort of human fellowship so that he might say 
to us, “Never will I leave you” (Heb. 13:5).

•  Jesus understands when you feel rejected; he was despised and rejected by 
men: the “man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering” (Isa. 53:3).

•  Jesus knew the pain of sadness, yet he says to us, “I have told you this 
so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete” 
(John 15:11).

•  Jesus was utterly forsaken by God so that he could, in turn, say to you and 
me, “Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you” (Heb. 13:5).

•  Jesus did not sink under the burden of sadness. The load was heavy and 
the way was long, but he persevered. And he gives you power to do the same 
(Acts 1:8; Phil. 3:10; 2 Cor. 4:7).

When we grieve and feel deep sorrow, we must look to Jesus who endured a 
greater grief and sorrow. There’s a reason why Jesus says, “Blessed are those who 
mourn” (Matt. 5:4). Sorrow forces us to identify more deeply with the Savior when 
he carried his cross.

If you are experiencing sorrow, if your tears seem to fl ow endlessly over a deep 
disappointment, if you feel utterly lonely in your circumstances, remember the 
Savior. He persevered. That means you can, too.

Prayer: Lord, thank you for identifying with me in my loneliness and 
bearing it daily. I ask that my loneliness will drive me to you, not away from 
you. Show me a deeper intimacy with you in my loneliness. Jesus, may my 
loneliness drive me deeper into the fellowship of  sharing in your sufferings.

DISCOURAGEMENT: THE 
DEVIL’S INSTRUMENT

Loneliness and discouragement are sad sisters. When you feel that your 
lonesomeness will never be alleviated, discouragement can easily set in. Sometimes 
you can even be doing the Spirit-blessed work of God and feel discouraged.

Ezra 4:4 describes the devil’s strategy against God’s people. It is “to discourage 
the people…and make them afraid…to work against them and frustrate their plans.” 
Part of the devil’s strategy is to isolate you; to separate you from the rest of God’s 
children; and to make you feel as though your efforts are wasted and your life is 
useless.

Don’t allow the devil to isolate or discourage you! Let me share a story with you:

Dorothy Williams was a British missionary who trained nurses in West 
Africa during the 1930s. Dorothy was very frail; her mission board didn’t 
expect her to last but a year or two working in Africa. But with God’s help, 
she refused to be discouraged by her limitations. Her fortitude inspired the 
young African nurses under her charge who were often disheartened by their 
own poverty and lack of resources.

One day a young nurse was carrying a tray of surgical instruments, and 
Dorothy noticed a sad look in her student’s eyes. “Oh, Mum, I am feeling 
much afraid today,” to which Dorothy replied, “Dearie, look at these shiny 
instruments on your tray.” The British missionary picked up the pointiest 
one, then added, “The devil has a tray of instruments, too, and the shiniest 
and sharpest is his tool of discouragement—it’s sharp because he uses it so 

often.” The student nurse smiled, blushed, 
and then went on her way with fresh resolve.

The Bible repeats 112 times, “Do not be 
afraid.” And Dorothy would add, “Don’t be 
discouraged.” You have your own shiny, sharp 
tool: the Word of God (Heb. 4:12). Keep it 
sharp and use it often against your adversary!

Prayer: God of all encouragement, thank you that I never have a reason to be 
afraid or discouraged. Help me not to feel isolated from your people…show me 
how I can work together with them to build your kingdom.

THE TROUBLE WITH EMOTIONS
The feeling of lonesomeness can be very powerful. Emotions are 

one of the least reliable, yet most infl uential forces in our lives. One 
day we are hopeful, the next we hate. Despair at one time, delight 
the other. Sorrow today, joy tomorrow. Emotions are the surging, 
restless tides that ebb and fl ow, draw us up, and then push us down. 
Loneliness has its own set of emotions:

•  Sadness and lethargy

•  Sluggishness and tiredness

•  Sorrow and distress

•  Depression and despair, when loneliness is pushed to its limits

The psalms are a gyroscope for our emotions, keeping 
moving things level, like a ship held steady in turbulent 
seas. This is why the psalms often repeat the admonition to 
“Remember the wonders he has done, his miracles and the 
judgments he pronounced” (Ps. 105:5). Consider just one 
psalm. In it, these powerful facts about God and the way he 
works in our lives are revealed:

“He allowed no one to oppress [his anointed]…The Lord 
made his people very fruitful…He brought out Israel, laden 
with silver and gold…He spread out a cloud as a covering, and 
a fi re to give light at night…He satisfi ed them with the bread 
of heaven. He opened the rock, and water gushed out…He 
remembered his holy promise given to his servant Abraham…
Praise the Lord” (Ps. 105:14, 24, 37, 39, 40–42, 45).

The point? Never doubt in the darkness what you once believed in the light.

When overwhelming feelings of sadness and isolation settle in, dark and 
brooding emotions can surge over us and completely drown us in a tide of doubt and 
fear. The only sure dike against a fl ood of glum feelings is to remember:

•  We must recall sunnier times when we drove the pilings of God’s goodness deep 
in our hearts. In these happier times we felt our moorings of trust hold ground.

•  We must remember times when we lived on his blessings, knew his favor, 
were grateful for his gifts, and felt the fl esh and blood of his everlasting arms 
underneath us. This is what all 45 verses of Psalm 105 call us to do.

•  We must remember the “light” of brighter emotions. When you feel this 
brightness, stop and write down things you know to be true. Then, when 
darkness comes, pull out your list and remember what your feelings have 
forgotten!

THE DESERT OF SOLITUDE
“But when God, who set me apart from birth and called me by his grace, was 

pleased to reveal his Son in me so that I might preach him among the Gentiles, I did 
not consult any man, nor did I go up to Jerusalem to see those who were apostles 
before I was, but I went immediately into Arabia and later returned to Damascus” 
(Gal. 1:15–17).

Paul spent seven years alone in the desert before beginning his ministry. That 
is pushing solitude to the limits. But in that time, the Holy Spirit taught Paul and 
helped him to hone his message. Great things can happen when we don’t give God 
time limits.

Paul’s experience reminds me of a cross-stitched proverb I once saw hanging in 
a hallway: “Others may, but you cannot.” To me, it was far more than wall decor; it 
was the direct and personal word of the Holy Spirit to my heart.

I saw many of my Christian friends enjoy all sorts of fun activities, but if I 
ventured to do the same, I felt out of place and uncomfortable. (Heading to the 
beach for a suntan or checking out the sales every Saturday just didn’t sustain 
my soul.) Not wanting to trouble my friends, I kept these feelings to myself and I 
quietly retreated from the busyness of the activities. My spirit felt better for it, but I 
also felt lonely.

Yet over a year or two, those lonely times in my wheelchair became marvelous 
times of fellowship with the Lord Jesus. Having forfeited activities that were, for 
the most part, morally neutral, I was more free to pursue a pure-hearted devotion to 
God. My loneliness became that which drove me deeper into the heart of my Savior. 
When I would cry, “Oh God, help me; be near to me,” my lonely whimper moved 
him mightily. (Just read Psalm 18. David cries out for help, and for the rest of the 
psalm God moves heaven and earth to minister to him!)

Distancing yourself from something that once held your heart can be a kind 
of withdrawal into the desert of solitude. It is there, in that desert, where desires 
can be purifi ed. This act is a way to help you 
detach your desire from the magnetic pulls of 
this world, in order to attach your desire more 
fi rmly to Christ. 

LONELINESS…SOMEONE IS 
WATCHING!

Loneliness is a very deep kind of suffering. People who are depressed and 
lonely often feel that their lives are meaningless, that they could jump off a 
bridge and no one would notice their absence. It can even make us feel as though 
we are suffering for nothing.

If ever there was a person whose suffering seemed to be for nothing—a 
person who was physically isolated—it was Denise. She was my Christian 
roommate in the rehabilitation center where I lived for one year. A strange 
neuromuscular disease left Denise blind and completely paralyzed. Lying 
motionless in her hospital bed all day, this young woman was extremely isolated. 
But was she lonely? No. Denise never complained. She always had a warm 
greeting for me and the rest of her roommates.

Denise knew she wasn’t really alone. 
Someone was observing and benefi ting from 
her life of faith, her life lived out in that narrow 
bed. She knew God and the whole spiritual 
world—angels and demons—were observing 
her perseverance and endurance. What’s more, 
the angels and demons were benefi ting from it. 
The Bible makes clear that the spiritual world 
is intensely interested in the thoughts and 
affections of every human being. Angels actually 
rejoice when we trust and obey God—just read 
Luke 15:10 as an example. And Ephesians 3:10 
proves the spiritual world has its eyes upon us:

His intent was that now, through 
[Christians], the manifold wisdom of 
God should be made known to the rulers 
and authorities in the heavenly realms, 
according to his eternal purpose which he 
accomplished in Christ Jesus our Lord.  
—Ephesians 3:10–11

The way God works in our lives actually 
teaches the angels and demons about how wise 
and powerful he is. So Denise was not alone. 
And neither are you. Maybe some people around 
you don’t care about your life, but a great many 
“someones” are watching you with fascination—
they want to see if God’s sustaining grace really 
is sustaining your life. They are curious as to 
how you will respond to trials and temptations. 
Friend, your life is on display for millions of 
unseen beings. It’s little wonder God wants us 
to trust and obey him when—and especially 
when—you are alone.

“The soul hardly ever 
realizes it, but whether 
he is a believer or not, 
his loneliness is really 
a homesickness for 
God.” 
     —Hubert van Zeller

“Loneliness can be 
conquered only by 
those who learn how 
to bear solitude.”
            —Paul Tillich

“Bear patiently your exile and 
the dryness of your mind. 
The time will come when I, 
the Lord, will make you forget 
these painful moments and 
you will enjoy my solitude, my 
inward quietness. I will open 
the Bible for you and you 
will be thrilled by your new 
understanding of my truth.” 
             —Thomas à Kempis

Gyroscope:
A device used to 
provide stability or 
maintain a reference 
direction in navigation 
systems, automatic 
pilots, and stabilizers. 
A wheel or disk spins 
rapidly around an axis 
that is itself free to 
alter in direction.

Prayer: Make me sensitive to your constraining love, Lord, and if you are calling 
me into a desert of solitude, please give me the courage to follow.
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LONELINESS…THE GREATEST
POVERTY

I sat on the porch and tried to console Jennifer, a 
26-year-old woman with cerebral palsy. Earlier in the 
day a few volunteers at our Joni and Friends’ Family 
Retreat had tried to send her to the “children’s group.” 
With her girlish grin and short blonde hair, Jennifer 
looks ten years old. Overcome with loneliness and 
discouragement, she cried, “Joni, I don’t have any 
friends. I’m so lonely.” I couldn’t imagine the gut-
wrenching emptiness Jennifer was feeling. And there 
are so many like her.

Like Jennifer, countless lonely people in the 
Bible cried out to God. One wrote, “Turn to me and 

be gracious to me, for I am lonely and affl icted” (Ps. 25:16). Another described 
loneliness with a picturesque desert scene, “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” (Ps. 102:6–7). And 
how many lonely people have read Ecclesiastes 4:11 and sighed where it says, “If two 
lie down together, they will keep warm. But how can one keep warm alone?”

Perhaps you, too, are lonely. You may have little or no contact with other people. 
Maybe you are elderly and live a solitary life—you seldom get out and have few 
visitors. Possibly you are a widow or widower and your active social life of yesteryear 
has been exchanged for a quieter life that you did not desire. Or perhaps you are 
single and all of your friends have married or moved away. Or maybe you are like 
Jennifer—an illness or injury has isolated you, and you fi nd yourself living a solitary 
life with few friends, if any.

But maybe you experience a different kind of loneliness. Maybe you rub 
shoulders with plenty of people but have no real and intimate contact with them. 
Discussion about the weather, sports, and fashions may fi ll your day, while the real 
issues of life—the kinds that eat at you when you lie awake thinking at night—stay 
harbored deep inside. The mountains you face are unknown to those you pass 
because there are some problems you simply cannot share. 

Perhaps you are even more frustrated because the few people who do know you 
never include you in their inner circle. You are never invited to social events. And so 
you feel the crush of loneliness.

It makes no difference whether we are actually alone or simply lonely—if we get 
the feeling that our pains and sorrows are worthless and unproductive, we can be 
driven to despair.

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE
LONELY?

A lonely person feels a strong sense of emptiness and solitude, usually resulting 
from a lack of meaningful social relationships. After all, God created us to be social 
creatures. He meant for us to interact deeply with one another. Loneliness is a kind 
of social pain—a psychological trigger that alerts us to be aware of isolation and 
motivates us to seek social connections.

•  Lack of friendships during childhood can aggravate 
loneliness in adulthood.

•  Loneliness may be a symptom of a psychological 
problem, such as chronic depression.

•  The loss of long-term, important relationships 
(divorce; the death of a spouse, parent, or child) can 
bring on loneliness. Loneliness is part of the “grief 
response.”

•  Loneliness can occur within marriages or close 
relationships in which the feeling of love is neither 
given nor received.

•  Loneliness coupled with physical pain can be a 
dangerous potion. You tire of always talking about 
your problems to others which, in turn, creates 
more isolation.

God did not intend for us to live entirely alone, emotionally and physically 
disconnected from others.

The fact that you are reading this pamphlet shows 
that you want to move beyond your loneliness. You 
desire to be healed from your past and, in a fresh new 
way, reach out to God and others. You want to feel 
connected, not isolated; close, not far away; loved, 
not rejected; needed, not cast off. You want to leave 
loneliness behind!

LEAVING LONELINESS BEHIND
Remember Jennifer? That day on the porch I showed her Hebrews 13:5, which 

reads, “God has said, ‘Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.’” That’s 
a promise God gives his people over and over (Deut. 31:6, 8; Josh. 1:5). He is 
especially near to Jennifer and lonely souls like her. Psalm 10:17 also assures us, 
“You hear, O Lord, the desire of the afflicted; you encourage them, and you listen to 
their cry.”

After our talk, Jennifer and I bowed our heads in prayer and asked God to fill 
her void. Three weeks later, Jennifer had signed up to volunteer at a local center 
for kids with cerebral palsy. It was her job, as she told me later with a proud smile, 
to go from crib to crib, pick up the little ones in diapers, and “just love on them 
all!” Jennifer found the answer to her prayer and her loneliness: loving others with 
cerebral palsy.

First Kings 22:5 says, “First seek the counsel of the Lord.” When one is lonely, 
cultivating intimacy with God is a good place to start! God says that when we seek 
close company with him, we will 
not only realize we are never alone, 
but we will see we can reach out to 
others who are in greater need.

Nothing fills the void quite like 
getting the focus off you and onto 
God—and then onto someone else 
in greater distress.

Prayer: May my soul find rest in God alone; for my hope comes from him. You 
alone are my rock and my salvation. Help me to follow Jennifer’s example and 
point others to you today.

WHO NEEDS YOU?
People often ask me, “Joni, what can I do about my lonely feelings? I feel so 

isolated from others.”

These people remind me of Jennifer with her cerebral palsy—at first, Jennifer 
did not know how to reach out to others. She was not even certain that volunteering 
at a clinic would make a real difference. But once she prayed and asked God for 
direction, the opportunity at the cerebral palsy center opened up! It took courage 
for her to decide to help others, but once she started, Jennifer ended up loving her 
ministry.

What’s more, when the staff at the cerebral palsy center saw this young woman’s 
dedication (despite her significant disability), they commended her and reached 
out to her. She ended up making real and lasting friendships with the workers at the 
center. And over time? She forgot all about her loneliness.

Are you able to reach out like Jennifer did? You can! And you may be in a far 
easier position than Jennifer, a wheelchair-user who has cerebral palsy. Think of the 
possibilities:

•  Join a Bible study, a quilting or chess 
club, or a book club.

•  Volunteer at a senior citizens center, a 
nursing home, or a hospital.

•  Volunteer as a teacher’s aide at a school; 
or help with homework at a Boys and 
Girls Club or after-school program.

•  Volunteer at a camp for kids with 
disabilities or for foster kids.

• Be a docent at a local museum.

• Help at a food bank, your local library, or an animal shelter.

•  Find a local theater program that needs help with props, costumes, 
mailings, and the like.

•  Sign up for community classes in arts and crafts, dance, sports, aerobics, 
cooking, or photography.

•  Check out your church bulletin board and sign up for a short-term 
missions trip.

EXAMINE YOUR FOCUS
Lonely people sometimes develop the habit of looking inward, which only 

breeds more loneliness. God wants us to always look outward to the needs of others. 
Philippians 2:4–5 says, “Each of you should look not only to your own interests, 
but also to the interests of others. Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ 
Jesus.” Think of the attitude Jesus had toward others:

• He prayed for the people around him (John 17:6).

•  He struck up conversations and asked people 
questions about themselves (John 4:7; 5:6).

• He observed their needs and met them (John 5:1–14).

Think how you react when you enter a room filled with 
people. Are you fearful, wondering what people think of you? 
Are you afraid no one will talk to you? Consider putting on 
the attitude of Jesus. When you enter a room filled with people, think, Who here 
can I reach out to? Who seems to be in need of a little friendly conversation? How 
can I show Christ’s love to someone in this room? 

LOOK FOR DIVINE ENCOUNTERS
It takes courage to reach out to others. But it also helps to remember that every 

acquaintance is a potential divine encounter. This is true because God is at work or 
has been at work in the one we meet, and God is at work in us. Thus, two parts of 
God’s “workmanship” are coming in contact with each other.

When we approach new people with this outlook, we are taking a bold step 
beyond our loneliness. When we pay attention to what God might be doing, we are 
able to begin a meaningful friendship at the very first meeting.

Every day, through our words and actions, we push people toward God or away 
from him. Be intentional in your relationships, even among those who are simply 
acquaintances. To help you be intentional, keep in mind the following questions. 
They will help frame your conversation to make you more sensitive to ways the Holy 
Spirit may be working.

• What might God be seeking to do in this person?

• How can I help this person grow closer to God?

•  Is this person resisting God in some way? How can I help him 
overcome that?

• How can I partner with God to encourage this person?

• What can I learn from this individual?

MOVING FROM LONELINESS TO
FRIENDSHIP

Once you begin reaching out to others, the possibility of developing 
meaningful friendships is within your grasp. People who care about others make 
attractive friends! But there is more to the friendship equation.

Sometimes people who struggle with loneliness fail to achieve meaningful 
friendships because they do not understand and respect the boundaries of various 
levels of friendship. There are specific freedoms and responsibilities on each level:

1.  Acquaintance: No matter how alone you are, everyone has 
acquaintances. An acquaintance is someone with whom you have 
infrequent contact. View such a person as a potential divine encounter 
and ask general questions that show you have an interest in their lives.

 2.  Casual Friendship: Casual friends are those with whom you share 
common interests. You may begin to recognize what God has done 
and desires to do in their lives. Ask specific questions, but respect the 
friend’s desire to keep an emotional distance. After all, this is just a 
casual relationship, not a close one.

 3.  Close Friendship: A close friend is someone with whom you share 
a mutual life goal. Close friendships take time and commitment to 
develop. Ideally, close friends can enjoy deep Christian fellowship.

 4.  Intimate Friendship: Intimate friends are fully committed to the 
development of each other’s characters. They give one another the 
freedom to correct each other and to be honest with discretion.1

Psalm 68:6 says that “God sets the lonely in families.” God never intended 
for you to be completely socially isolated from other people—it’s why he created 
spiritual community. The Bible calls it 
koinonia, that is, a close and vibrant give-
and-receive relationship with those around 
you. Ask God to show you someone in your 
neighborhood or at church with whom you 
can share your time, interests, and abilities.

LONELINESS…PART OF BEING
HUMAN

Nobody likes to be sad or lonely. No Christian welcomes separation from 
others. No one enjoys the process of grieving a deep loss from a loved one’s death or 
unexpected divorce. To be lonely is to experience deep sorrow.

So aren’t you relieved that Jesus carried our sorrows when he went to the cross? 
Isaiah 53:4 says, “Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows.”

What does it mean for the Savior to carry our sorrows? Consider the following:

• When Jesus carried our sorrows, he made them his own.

• When Jesus bears our sorrow, he redeems it.

For Jesus to redeem your sense of loss, grief, and loneliness is for him to give fresh 
purpose in your circumstances, bringing positive meaning to your situation. You may 
wonder what purpose and meaning there could be to your loneliness. If you allow 
God to use it, social pain can drive you closer to him, forcing you to rely on him more 
urgently than if you were not lonely. Second Corinthians 1:9 says, “But this happened 
that we might not rely on ourselves but on God.”

Sorrow and loneliness and grief are a part of the human experience—often a big
part. To be sure, God also lightens and brightens our days with glimpses of paradise; 
he ladles out foretastes of bliss through a thousand blessings large and small. But they 
are all just that—glimpses and foretastes. We are not in heaven yet. We are on earth, 
and we are destined to experience earth’s sorrow while we are here. 

But this happens that we might not rely on ourselves, but on God!

1 Institute in Basic Youth Conflicts: Research in Principles of Life; Wheaton, Illinois (1968).

“Loneliness and 
the feeling of being 
uncared for or 
unwanted are the 
greatest poverty.”
     —Mother Teresa

“Language has 
created the word 
loneliness to express 
the pain of being 
alone, and the word 
solitude to express the 
glory of being alone.”
             —Paul Tillich
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LONELINESS…THE GREATEST
POVERTY

I sat on the porch and tried to console Jennifer, a 
26-year-old woman with cerebral palsy. Earlier in the 
day a few volunteers at our Joni and Friends’ Family 
Retreat had tried to send her to the “children’s group.” 
With her girlish grin and short blonde hair, Jennifer 
looks ten years old. Overcome with loneliness and 
discouragement, she cried, “Joni, I don’t have any 
friends. I’m so lonely.” I couldn’t imagine the gut-
wrenching emptiness Jennifer was feeling. And there 
are so many like her.

Like Jennifer, countless lonely people in the 
Bible cried out to God. One wrote, “Turn to me and 

be gracious to me, for I am lonely and afflicted” (Ps. 25:16). Another described 
loneliness with a picturesque desert scene, “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” (Ps. 102:6–7). And 
how many lonely people have read Ecclesiastes 4:11 and sighed where it says, “If two 
lie down together, they will keep warm. But how can one keep warm alone?”

Perhaps you, too, are lonely. You may have little or no contact with other people. 
Maybe you are elderly and live a solitary life—you seldom get out and have few 
visitors. Possibly you are a widow or widower and your active social life of yesteryear 
has been exchanged for a quieter life that you did not desire. Or perhaps you are 
single and all of your friends have married or moved away. Or maybe you are like 
Jennifer—an illness or injury has isolated you, and you find yourself living a solitary 
life with few friends, if any.

But maybe you experience a different kind of loneliness. Maybe you rub 
shoulders with plenty of people but have no real and intimate contact with them. 
Discussion about the weather, sports, and fashions may fill your day, while the real
issues of life—the kinds that eat at you when you lie awake thinking at night—stay 
harbored deep inside. The mountains you face are unknown to those you pass 
because there are some problems you simply cannot share. 

Perhaps you are even more frustrated because the few people who do know you 
never include you in their inner circle. You are never invited to social events. And so 
you feel the crush of loneliness.

It makes no difference whether we are actually alone or simply lonely—if we get 
the feeling that our pains and sorrows are worthless and unproductive, we can be 
driven to despair.

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE 
LONELY?

A lonely person feels a strong sense of emptiness and solitude, usually resulting 
from a lack of meaningful social relationships. After all, God created us to be social 
creatures. He meant for us to interact deeply with one another. Loneliness is a kind 
of social pain—a psychological trigger that alerts us to be aware of isolation and 
motivates us to seek social connections.

•  Lack of friendships during childhood can aggravate
loneliness in adulthood.

•  Loneliness may be a symptom of a psychological
problem, such as chronic depression.

•  The loss of long-term, important relationships
(divorce; the death of a spouse, parent, or child) can
bring on loneliness. Loneliness is part of the “grief
response.”

•  Loneliness can occur within marriages or close
relationships in which the feeling of love is neither
given nor received.

•  Loneliness coupled with physical pain can be a
dangerous potion. You tire of always talking about
your problems to others which, in turn, creates
more isolation.

God did not intend for us to live entirely alone, emotionally and physically 
disconnected from others.

The fact that you are reading this pamphlet shows 
that you want to move beyond your loneliness. You 
desire to be healed from your past and, in a fresh new 
way, reach out to God and others. You want to feel 
connected, not isolated; close, not far away; loved, 
not rejected; needed, not cast off. You want to leave 
loneliness behind! 

LEAVING LONELINESS BEHIND
Remember Jennifer? That day on the porch I showed her Hebrews 13:5, which 

reads, “God has said, ‘Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.’” That’s 
a promise God gives his people over and over (Deut. 31:6, 8; Josh. 1:5). He is 
especially near to Jennifer and lonely souls like her. Psalm 10:17 also assures us, 
“You hear, O Lord, the desire of the afflicted; you encourage them, and you listen to 
their cry.”

After our talk, Jennifer and I bowed our heads in prayer and asked God to fill 
her void. Three weeks later, Jennifer had signed up to volunteer at a local center 
for kids with cerebral palsy. It was her job, as she told me later with a proud smile, 
to go from crib to crib, pick up the little ones in diapers, and “just love on them 
all!” Jennifer found the answer to her prayer and her loneliness: loving others with 
cerebral palsy.

First Kings 22:5 says, “First seek the counsel of the Lord.” When one is lonely, 
cultivating intimacy with God is a good place to start! God says that when we seek 
close company with him, we will 
not only realize we are never alone, 
but we will see we can reach out to 
others who are in greater need.

Nothing fills the void quite like 
getting the focus off you and onto 
God—and then onto someone else 
in greater distress.

Prayer: May my soul find rest in God alone; for my hope comes from him. You 
alone are my rock and my salvation. Help me to follow Jennifer’s example and 
point others to you today.

WHO NEEDS YOU?
People often ask me, “Joni, what can I do about my lonely feelings? I feel so 

isolated from others.”

These people remind me of Jennifer with her cerebral palsy—at first, Jennifer 
did not know how to reach out to others. She was not even certain that volunteering 
at a clinic would make a real difference. But once she prayed and asked God for 
direction, the opportunity at the cerebral palsy center opened up! It took courage 
for her to decide to help others, but once she started, Jennifer ended up loving her 
ministry.

What’s more, when the staff at the cerebral palsy center saw this young woman’s 
dedication (despite her significant disability), they commended her and reached 
out to her. She ended up making real and lasting friendships with the workers at the 
center. And over time? She forgot all about her loneliness.

Are you able to reach out like Jennifer did? You can! And you may be in a far 
easier position than Jennifer, a wheelchair-user who has cerebral palsy. Think of the 
possibilities:

•  Join a Bible study, a quilting or chess 
club, or a book club.

•  Volunteer at a senior citizens center, a 
nursing home, or a hospital.

•  Volunteer as a teacher’s aide at a school; 
or help with homework at a Boys and 
Girls Club or after-school program.

•  Volunteer at a camp for kids with 
disabilities or for foster kids.

• Be a docent at a local museum.

• Help at a food bank, your local library, or an animal shelter.

•  Find a local theater program that needs help with props, costumes, 
mailings, and the like.

•  Sign up for community classes in arts and crafts, dance, sports, aerobics, 
cooking, or photography.

•  Check out your church bulletin board and sign up for a short-term 
missions trip.

EXAMINE YOUR FOCUS
Lonely people sometimes develop the habit of looking inward, which only 

breeds more loneliness. God wants us to always look outward to the needs of others. 
Philippians 2:4–5 says, “Each of you should look not only to your own interests, 
but also to the interests of others. Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ 
Jesus.” Think of the attitude Jesus had toward others:

• He prayed for the people around him (John 17:6).

•  He struck up conversations and asked people 
questions about themselves (John 4:7; 5:6).

• He observed their needs and met them (John 5:1–14).

Think how you react when you enter a room filled with 
people. Are you fearful, wondering what people think of you? 
Are you afraid no one will talk to you? Consider putting on 
the attitude of Jesus. When you enter a room filled with people, think, Who here 
can I reach out to? Who seems to be in need of a little friendly conversation? How 
can I show Christ’s love to someone in this room? 

LOOK FOR DIVINE ENCOUNTERS
It takes courage to reach out to others. But it also helps to remember that every 

acquaintance is a potential divine encounter. This is true because God is at work or 
has been at work in the one we meet, and God is at work in us. Thus, two parts of 
God’s “workmanship” are coming in contact with each other.

When we approach new people with this outlook, we are taking a bold step 
beyond our loneliness. When we pay attention to what God might be doing, we are 
able to begin a meaningful friendship at the very first meeting.

Every day, through our words and actions, we push people toward God or away 
from him. Be intentional in your relationships, even among those who are simply 
acquaintances. To help you be intentional, keep in mind the following questions. 
They will help frame your conversation to make you more sensitive to ways the Holy 
Spirit may be working.

• What might God be seeking to do in this person?

• How can I help this person grow closer to God?

•  Is this person resisting God in some way? How can I help him 
overcome that?

• How can I partner with God to encourage this person?

• What can I learn from this individual?

MOVING FROM LONELINESS TO
FRIENDSHIP

Once you begin reaching out to others, the possibility of developing 
meaningful friendships is within your grasp. People who care about others make 
attractive friends! But there is more to the friendship equation.

Sometimes people who struggle with loneliness fail to achieve meaningful 
friendships because they do not understand and respect the boundaries of various 
levels of friendship. There are specific freedoms and responsibilities on each level:

1.  Acquaintance: No matter how alone you are, everyone has 
acquaintances. An acquaintance is someone with whom you have 
infrequent contact. View such a person as a potential divine encounter 
and ask general questions that show you have an interest in their lives.

 2.  Casual Friendship: Casual friends are those with whom you share 
common interests. You may begin to recognize what God has done 
and desires to do in their lives. Ask specific questions, but respect the 
friend’s desire to keep an emotional distance. After all, this is just a 
casual relationship, not a close one.

 3.  Close Friendship: A close friend is someone with whom you share 
a mutual life goal. Close friendships take time and commitment to 
develop. Ideally, close friends can enjoy deep Christian fellowship.

 4.  Intimate Friendship: Intimate friends are fully committed to the 
development of each other’s characters. They give one another the 
freedom to correct each other and to be honest with discretion.1

Psalm 68:6 says that “God sets the lonely in families.” God never intended 
for you to be completely socially isolated from other people—it’s why he created 
spiritual community. The Bible calls it 
koinonia, that is, a close and vibrant give-
and-receive relationship with those around 
you. Ask God to show you someone in your 
neighborhood or at church with whom you 
can share your time, interests, and abilities.

LONELINESS…PART OF BEING
HUMAN

Nobody likes to be sad or lonely. No Christian welcomes separation from 
others. No one enjoys the process of grieving a deep loss from a loved one’s death or 
unexpected divorce. To be lonely is to experience deep sorrow.

So aren’t you relieved that Jesus carried our sorrows when he went to the cross? 
Isaiah 53:4 says, “Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows.”

What does it mean for the Savior to carry our sorrows? Consider the following:

• When Jesus carried our sorrows, he made them his own.

• When Jesus bears our sorrow, he redeems it.

For Jesus to redeem your sense of loss, grief, and loneliness is for him to give fresh 
purpose in your circumstances, bringing positive meaning to your situation. You may 
wonder what purpose and meaning there could be to your loneliness. If you allow 
God to use it, social pain can drive you closer to him, forcing you to rely on him more 
urgently than if you were not lonely. Second Corinthians 1:9 says, “But this happened 
that we might not rely on ourselves but on God.”

Sorrow and loneliness and grief are a part of the human experience—often a big
part. To be sure, God also lightens and brightens our days with glimpses of paradise; 
he ladles out foretastes of bliss through a thousand blessings large and small. But they 
are all just that—glimpses and foretastes. We are not in heaven yet. We are on earth, 
and we are destined to experience earth’s sorrow while we are here. 

But this happens that we might not rely on ourselves, but on God!

1 Institute in Basic Youth Conflicts: Research in Principles of Life; Wheaton, Illinois (1968).

“Loneliness and 
the feeling of being 
uncared for or 
unwanted are the 
greatest poverty.”
     —Mother Teresa

“Language has 
created the word 
loneliness to express 
the pain of being 
alone, and the word 
solitude to express the 
glory of being alone.”
             —Paul Tillich
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LONELINESS…THE GREATEST
POVERTY

I sat on the porch and tried to console Jennifer, a 
26-year-old woman with cerebral palsy. Earlier in the 
day a few volunteers at our Joni and Friends’ Family 
Retreat had tried to send her to the “children’s group.” 
With her girlish grin and short blonde hair, Jennifer 
looks ten years old. Overcome with loneliness and 
discouragement, she cried, “Joni, I don’t have any 
friends. I’m so lonely.” I couldn’t imagine the gut-
wrenching emptiness Jennifer was feeling. And there 
are so many like her.

Like Jennifer, countless lonely people in the 
Bible cried out to God. One wrote, “Turn to me and 

be gracious to me, for I am lonely and afflicted” (Ps. 25:16). Another described 
loneliness with a picturesque desert scene, “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” (Ps. 102:6–7). And 
how many lonely people have read Ecclesiastes 4:11 and sighed where it says, “If two 
lie down together, they will keep warm. But how can one keep warm alone?”

Perhaps you, too, are lonely. You may have little or no contact with other people. 
Maybe you are elderly and live a solitary life—you seldom get out and have few 
visitors. Possibly you are a widow or widower and your active social life of yesteryear 
has been exchanged for a quieter life that you did not desire. Or perhaps you are 
single and all of your friends have married or moved away. Or maybe you are like 
Jennifer—an illness or injury has isolated you, and you find yourself living a solitary 
life with few friends, if any.

But maybe you experience a different kind of loneliness. Maybe you rub 
shoulders with plenty of people but have no real and intimate contact with them. 
Discussion about the weather, sports, and fashions may fill your day, while the real
issues of life—the kinds that eat at you when you lie awake thinking at night—stay 
harbored deep inside. The mountains you face are unknown to those you pass 
because there are some problems you simply cannot share. 

Perhaps you are even more frustrated because the few people who do know you 
never include you in their inner circle. You are never invited to social events. And so 
you feel the crush of loneliness.

It makes no difference whether we are actually alone or simply lonely—if we get 
the feeling that our pains and sorrows are worthless and unproductive, we can be 
driven to despair.

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE
LONELY?

A lonely person feels a strong sense of emptiness and solitude, usually resulting 
from a lack of meaningful social relationships. After all, God created us to be social 
creatures. He meant for us to interact deeply with one another. Loneliness is a kind 
of social pain—a psychological trigger that alerts us to be aware of isolation and 
motivates us to seek social connections.

•  Lack of friendships during childhood can aggravate 
loneliness in adulthood.

•  Loneliness may be a symptom of a psychological 
problem, such as chronic depression.

•  The loss of long-term, important relationships 
(divorce; the death of a spouse, parent, or child) can 
bring on loneliness. Loneliness is part of the “grief 
response.”

•  Loneliness can occur within marriages or close 
relationships in which the feeling of love is neither 
given nor received.

•  Loneliness coupled with physical pain can be a 
dangerous potion. You tire of always talking about 
your problems to others which, in turn, creates 
more isolation.

God did not intend for us to live entirely alone, emotionally and physically 
disconnected from others.

The fact that you are reading this pamphlet shows 
that you want to move beyond your loneliness. You 
desire to be healed from your past and, in a fresh new 
way, reach out to God and others. You want to feel 
connected, not isolated; close, not far away; loved, 
not rejected; needed, not cast off. You want to leave 
loneliness behind!

LEAVING LONELINESS BEHIND
Remember Jennifer? That day on the porch I showed her Hebrews 13:5, which 

reads, “God has said, ‘Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.’” That’s 
a promise God gives his people over and over (Deut. 31:6, 8; Josh. 1:5). He is 
especially near to Jennifer and lonely souls like her. Psalm 10:17 also assures us, 
“You hear, O Lord, the desire of the affl icted; you encourage them, and you listen to 
their cry.”

After our talk, Jennifer and I bowed our heads in prayer and asked God to fi ll 
her void. Three weeks later, Jennifer had signed up to volunteer at a local center 
for kids with cerebral palsy. It was her job, as she told me later with a proud smile, 
to go from crib to crib, pick up the little ones in diapers, and “just love on them 
all!” Jennifer found the answer to her prayer and her loneliness: loving others with 
cerebral palsy.

First Kings 22:5 says, “First seek the counsel of the Lord.” When one is lonely, 
cultivating intimacy with God is a good place to start! God says that when we seek 
close company with him, we will 
not only realize we are never alone, 
but we will see we can reach out to 
others who are in greater need.

Nothing fi lls the void quite like 
getting the focus off you and onto 
God—and then onto someone else 
in greater distress.

Prayer: May my soul fi nd rest in God alone; for my hope comes from him. You 
alone are my rock and my salvation. Help me to follow Jennifer’s example and 
point others to you today.

WHO NEEDS YOU?
People often ask me, “Joni, what can I do about my lonely feelings? I feel so 

isolated from others.”

These people remind me of Jennifer with her cerebral palsy—at first, Jennifer 
did not know how to reach out to others. She was not even certain that volunteering 
at a clinic would make a real difference. But once she prayed and asked God for 
direction, the opportunity at the cerebral palsy center opened up! It took courage 
for her to decide to help others, but once she started, Jennifer ended up loving her 
ministry.

What’s more, when the staff at the cerebral palsy center saw this young woman’s 
dedication (despite her significant disability), they commended her and reached 
out to her. She ended up making real and lasting friendships with the workers at the 
center. And over time? She forgot all about her loneliness.

Are you able to reach out like Jennifer did? You can! And you may be in a far 
easier position than Jennifer, a wheelchair-user who has cerebral palsy. Think of the 
possibilities:

•  Join a Bible study, a quilting or chess 
club, or a book club.

•  Volunteer at a senior citizens center, a 
nursing home, or a hospital.

•  Volunteer as a teacher’s aide at a school; 
or help with homework at a Boys and 
Girls Club or after-school program.

•  Volunteer at a camp for kids with 
disabilities or for foster kids.

• Be a docent at a local museum.

• Help at a food bank, your local library, or an animal shelter.

•  Find a local theater program that needs help with props, costumes, 
mailings, and the like.

•  Sign up for community classes in arts and crafts, dance, sports, aerobics, 
cooking, or photography.

•  Check out your church bulletin board and sign up for a short-term 
missions trip.

EXAMINE YOUR FOCUS
Lonely people sometimes develop the habit of looking inward, which only 

breeds more loneliness. God wants us to always look outward to the needs of others. 
Philippians 2:4–5 says, “Each of you should look not only to your own interests, 
but also to the interests of others. Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ 
Jesus.” Think of the attitude Jesus had toward others:

• He prayed for the people around him (John 17:6).

•  He struck up conversations and asked people 
questions about themselves (John 4:7; 5:6).

• He observed their needs and met them (John 5:1–14).

Think how you react when you enter a room filled with 
people. Are you fearful, wondering what people think of you? 
Are you afraid no one will talk to you? Consider putting on 
the attitude of Jesus. When you enter a room filled with people, think, Who here 
can I reach out to? Who seems to be in need of a little friendly conversation? How 
can I show Christ’s love to someone in this room? 

LOOK FOR DIVINE ENCOUNTERS
It takes courage to reach out to others. But it also helps to remember that every 

acquaintance is a potential divine encounter. This is true because God is at work or 
has been at work in the one we meet, and God is at work in us. Thus, two parts of 
God’s “workmanship” are coming in contact with each other.

When we approach new people with this outlook, we are taking a bold step 
beyond our loneliness. When we pay attention to what God might be doing, we are 
able to begin a meaningful friendship at the very first meeting.

Every day, through our words and actions, we push people toward God or away 
from him. Be intentional in your relationships, even among those who are simply 
acquaintances. To help you be intentional, keep in mind the following questions. 
They will help frame your conversation to make you more sensitive to ways the Holy 
Spirit may be working.

• What might God be seeking to do in this person?

• How can I help this person grow closer to God?

•  Is this person resisting God in some way? How can I help him 
overcome that?

• How can I partner with God to encourage this person?

• What can I learn from this individual?

MOVING FROM LONELINESS TO
FRIENDSHIP

Once you begin reaching out to others, the possibility of developing 
meaningful friendships is within your grasp. People who care about others make 
attractive friends! But there is more to the friendship equation.

Sometimes people who struggle with loneliness fail to achieve meaningful 
friendships because they do not understand and respect the boundaries of various 
levels of friendship. There are specific freedoms and responsibilities on each level:

1.  Acquaintance: No matter how alone you are, everyone has 
acquaintances. An acquaintance is someone with whom you have 
infrequent contact. View such a person as a potential divine encounter 
and ask general questions that show you have an interest in their lives.

 2.  Casual Friendship: Casual friends are those with whom you share 
common interests. You may begin to recognize what God has done 
and desires to do in their lives. Ask specific questions, but respect the 
friend’s desire to keep an emotional distance. After all, this is just a 
casual relationship, not a close one.

 3.  Close Friendship: A close friend is someone with whom you share 
a mutual life goal. Close friendships take time and commitment to 
develop. Ideally, close friends can enjoy deep Christian fellowship.

 4.  Intimate Friendship: Intimate friends are fully committed to the 
development of each other’s characters. They give one another the 
freedom to correct each other and to be honest with discretion.1

Psalm 68:6 says that “God sets the lonely in families.” God never intended 
for you to be completely socially isolated from other people—it’s why he created 
spiritual community. The Bible calls it 
koinonia, that is, a close and vibrant give-
and-receive relationship with those around 
you. Ask God to show you someone in your 
neighborhood or at church with whom you 
can share your time, interests, and abilities.

LONELINESS…PART OF BEING
HUMAN

Nobody likes to be sad or lonely. No Christian welcomes separation from 
others. No one enjoys the process of grieving a deep loss from a loved one’s death or 
unexpected divorce. To be lonely is to experience deep sorrow.

So aren’t you relieved that Jesus carried our sorrows when he went to the cross? 
Isaiah 53:4 says, “Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows.”

What does it mean for the Savior to carry our sorrows? Consider the following:

• When Jesus carried our sorrows, he made them his own.

• When Jesus bears our sorrow, he redeems it.

For Jesus to redeem your sense of loss, grief, and loneliness is for him to give fresh 
purpose in your circumstances, bringing positive meaning to your situation. You may 
wonder what purpose and meaning there could be to your loneliness. If you allow 
God to use it, social pain can drive you closer to him, forcing you to rely on him more 
urgently than if you were not lonely. Second Corinthians 1:9 says, “But this happened 
that we might not rely on ourselves but on God.”

Sorrow and loneliness and grief are a part of the human experience—often a big
part. To be sure, God also lightens and brightens our days with glimpses of paradise; 
he ladles out foretastes of bliss through a thousand blessings large and small. But they 
are all just that—glimpses and foretastes. We are not in heaven yet. We are on earth, 
and we are destined to experience earth’s sorrow while we are here. 

But this happens that we might not rely on ourselves, but on God!

1 Institute in Basic Youth Conflicts: Research in Principles of Life; Wheaton, Illinois (1968).

“Loneliness and 
the feeling of being 
uncared for or 
unwanted are the 
greatest poverty.”
     —Mother Teresa

“Language has 
created the word 
loneliness to express 
the pain of being 
alone, and the word 
solitude to express the 
glory of being alone.”

—Paul Tillich
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