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Moving from Stress to Gratitude in the
COVID-19 Era by Meditating on the Psalms
by Joshua Knabb. Clinical psychologist and professor, Joshua
Knabb, explores a psychological and spiritual perspective on
the COVID-19 era and shares how we can overcome the
stress and uncertainty of this pandemic to maintain mental
and spiritual well-being by meditating on the Psalms. He
offers readers hope and reminds us to “rejoice always, pray
continually, and give thanks in all circumstances.”

The Loneliness Epidemic: Research,
Influence, and its Effect on Everyone &4y Mark
Mayfield. Four paradigms are presented that connect loneliness
to our mental, emotional, physical, and spiritual health based
on the author’s personal experience and research. Counselor,
professor, author, and suicide survivor, Mark Mayfield,
describes the effects of loneliness and suggests three steps to
help victims successfully combat this condition and instill

identity, purpose, and hope.

Never Alone... an Audience of One:
Practicing God’s Presence and Power &y lan E
Jones. Practicing the presence of God is a wonderful exercise
for overcoming isolation and protecting one’s health. Tan Jones,
distinguished professor and dean at New Orleans Baptist
Theological Seminary, shares some staggering research on the
effects of social isolation and loneliness and offers a Christian
response that provides biblically-effective tools readers can
incorporate for a healthy lifestyle.

“Nobody Gets Me”: Today’s Lost Generation
by Chap Clark. The mental health challenges that Millennials
and Generation Z face today are alarming. Already
experiencing feelings of anxiety and depression, the COVID-
19 crisis has only added to the pressures these age groups are
facing. Chap Clark, pastor, author, and former professor of
Practical Theology and Youth, Family, and Culture, analyzes
this lost generation and challenges adults and caretakers to
integrate four influences that our young people need to give
them hope in the months and years ahead.

Meaningful Relationships and the Search for
Significance by Les and Leslie Parrott. Husband and wife
duo, Les and Leslie Parrott, psychologists, best-selling authors,
and relationship experts, discuss how many of us are constantly
searching for significance, always looking for the next person,
thing, or accomplishment to quench our thirst. However,

they point out that the key to experiencing a permanent

and profound sense of significance and value is rooted deep

in God's everlasting love—that as His creation, we have
inestimable worth.
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47 Game Changer: How God’s Presence
Overcomes Loneliness and Isolation 4y Max
Davis. Isolation is one scheme Satan uses to unleash his lies
and create a state of doubt and solitude, making us weary
and more susceptible to sin. Outstanding author, Max
Davis, delivers practical elements for staying connected
during times of isolation but conveying that it requires
effort and intentionality. Utilizing the Apostle Paul’s life as
an example, Max explains how we can survive even when
facing the pain of loneliness. Just like Paul, if we trust the
reality of the risen Christ in the midst of our suffering, He
will protect us and be our game changer.

52 Imaginary Lovers: The “Porndemic”
Promise of False Intimacy 4y Marnie C. Ferree
and Jim Cress. Certified sex addiction therapists, Marnie
Ferree and Jim Cress, examine the deadly virus of
pornography and how this “porndemic” is falsely promising
an escape from the daily pressures of life and relationships.
Increasingly affecting both men and women within and
outside of the Church, this secret existence with imaginary
lovers has nothing to do with true love or intimacy, but
instead only offers a false substitute of destruction.

38 Gray Divorce: Living Alone Late in Life 4y
Georgia Shaffer. Licensed psychologist, Professional Certified
Coach, and author, Georgia Shaffer, defines “gray divorce”
and explains why these shattered marriages are on the rise
for this 50 and older age group. She conveys the challenges
that divorce at this stage of life presents and provides ways
the brokenhearted can transform their lives by navigating
the rebuilding process once these relationships end. With
the right attitude, support, and reliance on God, these
individuals can become exactly who God created them to

be and flourish.
42 Ghosting: When the One You Love Just 8 by Tim Clinton
Disappears by W, jesse Gill. What is ghosting, and how ,
does it affect one’s mental health? Christian psychologist 56 by Ted Cunningham
and author, Jesse Gill, paints a clear picture of what 58 by Diane Langberg
this phenomenon is and how relationship loss causes 60 by Gary Moon
pain and suffering. Building and maintaining healthy .
relationships satisfy our brains, but when those connections 64 by Michael Lyles
disappear, the sense of brokenness and rejection abounds. 66 by Jeanneane Maxon
Jesse proposes several godly ways for counselors to offer 70 by Gregory Jantz
emotional presence and wise counsel to empower the
hurti : A 72 by Fernando Garzon
urting to reinvest in their futures.
76
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« TIM CLINTON, ED.D., LPC, LMFT, BCPCC

The Power of One Another

he COVID-19 pandemic
has turned everything
upside down and really
taken a toll on so many,
even in our family. The world seemed
to stop as my son, Zach, who was sit-
ting in the back seat of the car with
his mask on and coughing, said, “That
was the health department, dad, and
they said I have COVID-19.” We
were on our way home from Gatlin-
burg, Tennessee, somewhere between
Roanoke and Lynchburg, Virginia. I
swallowed and said, “Ugh... no way,”
and then I choked out, “We will figure
this out.”

My concern immediately went to
Evelyn, Zach’s gitlfriend, who was in
the car with us, as well as those in the
vehicle behind us—my wife, Julie; our
daughter, Megan; her husband, Ben;
our one and half-year-old granddaugh-
ter, Olivia; my older sister, Ruthann;
and her Vietnam veteran husband,
Chuck. Within the next 12 hours or
s0, everyone was tested and anxiously
awaited the results.

We had left for Tennessee earlier that
week to finally get away for a couple of
days. Everyone was going crazy being
locked down all spring and into the
summer. Some states, including Vir-
ginia, had finally started lifting the
heavy restrictions and we had not left
our homes, except to buy essentials,
since mid-March when the lockdown
began.

The trip down to Gatlinburg was
amazing. Finally, we were able to have
some fun and feel somewhat “nor-
mal” again. We laughed, ate out,
and celebrated! And, yes, we all wore
masks, social distanced, and contin-
uously washed our hands and used
sanitizer—we did everything to the

letter of the law. However, we found
it a bit disconcerting to see how
packed Gatlinburg was when we first
arrived—more people than I had ever
seen there before. We were in two cars
talking over the phone speakers to
each other, commenting on how crazy
the people were who did not wear
masks. We all agreed that we would
not get out and walk around risk-

ing exposure to COVID. In fact, little
Olivia got so used to us taking her
temperature that she began checking
all her dolls to make sure they did not
have a fever (smile).

Upon our arrival, we checked in,
and Zach stayed with Julie and me in
our room and slept on a roll-away bed.
The next morning, Zach said he had
developed some chills during the night
and was not feeling so great, which
caught our attention. We immedi-
ately took him to get tested at a local
hospital. However, we were not overly
concerned because statistically things
seemed to be in his favor, especially
since we were all being cautious and
responsible.

Earlier in the year when the pandemic
broke, I remember Julie saying to me
while watching a press briefing on tele-
vision, “I've got to turn this off for a
while. I’s making me crazy!” Well,
things were about to go to another
level with our family.

After I made the phone call to the
carload behind us to let them know
about Zach’s results, everyone went
silent for a while. Dead silent. After
the shock wore off, we immediately
began researching everything we could
about COVID-19 online and through
social media. Our minds began to race
about this unknown, but now “real to
our family,” virus. Talk about wild and

scary... petrifying actually! The infor-
mation and stories took on a whole
new level of intensity for each of us—
breathing problems, fevers, ventilators,
and death. The more we read, the
more traumatic it all became.

When we made it back home, all
we knew at that time was Zach tested
positive and that we all needed to be
extra careful. We had so many ques-
tions. Is Zach in trouble? Are we in
trouble? Is anyone else infected? What
can we do right now? We did every-
thing we knew to do—tightened
our masks, kept our distance, and
scrubbed down everything in sight.

That kind of news can paralyze
and horrify a person if he or she is not
careful. It does not help when pub-
lic information is all over the place
regarding symptoms, issues, restric-
tions, and more. I remember being in
graduate school and learning how the
fear of the unknown can often be as
difficult, or even more challenging, as
the disease or issue itself. Our family
learned that firsthand.

The quarantine got old after only a
few weeks and seriously started tak-
ing a toll on me in early June. The
truth is, we were all done with i,

and so were many people around us.
Going to Gatlinburg and getting out
of the quarantine box was so encour-
aging, but, once again, we were locked
down in our respective homes. How-
ever, this time we were separated from
each other and genuinely concerned.
Unfortunately, we soon received news
that, in addition to Zach’s positive
result, Evelyn, Julie, Megan, Ben, and
Chuck’s tests confirmed that they had
also contracted the virus. Ruthann
and I tested negative, and the pedia-
trician decided not to check young
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Olivia. Although Ruthann’s test results
did not indicate that she was infected,
she ended up getting quite sick, so it
was a good thing that she and I locked
down like the rest of the family. [ was
convinced that I must have it too,

but never experienced any symptoms,
which made me question whether I
had contracted the virus earlier in

the year when I got sick and possibly
developed an immunity.

Loneliness and separation are signifi-
cant issues that have surged since the
pandemic hit. Add to that a diag-
nosis while sitting around all day in
isolation, not feeling well, and won-
dering if you are getting sicker only
adds another level of stress. Our family
conversations moved from discussions
about eating out, racism, politics, and
sports to temperatures, oxygen levels,
and additional symptoms like loss of
taste and smell, coughing, and diar-
rhea. And when someone spiked a
high fever and was battling a cough,
it all became more intense, more con-
cerning, and more troubling. The
fear and resulting anxiety were quite
extraordinary.

While writing this, I took a sober-
ing and sad call from a middle-aged
woman who fell apart on the phone.
An only child, she told me her dad,
her best friend in the world, died
in October and how it killed her
inside. She went on to say that she
was now facing the likelihood of los-
ing her mother, who is locked down
in a nursing home and has given up
on life. Her mother’s depression is so
deep that she is unable to carry on a
conversation with her daughter. She
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cannot see her mom because of the
lockdown and is scared to death that
she is going to die with no one there
to hold her. This lady wept uncontrol-
lably on the phone as she has no one
to talk to—all she does is go home at
night and cry.

Through my studies and work in
attachment theory, I have come to
believe that the antidote to trauma is
a relationship. It was a major factor
in our family recovery. Together, we
started a group text to check on one
another, share what we were learning,
and help each other think through
the issues, challenges, and treatments
that seemed to be working to win this
battle. The best part was the encour-
agement we gained from one another.

People of God have always looked to
Him and His Word for guidance and
encouragement during difficult times.
Psalm 46 has always been a place of
refuge for me in these moments. God
is our refuge and strength, a present
help during times of challenge. Is it
hard? Yep. Overwhelming? It can be...
but we must always take comfort in
knowing that He is in the midst of it
all. Either that is a truth, or it is not...
period. Will doubt happen? Of course,
but we must press through and believe
God is there and has our best inter-
ests at heart... that He is a good, good
Father.

The power of life and death are in
those words. I believe the psalmist was
reminding us that God is there. There-
fore, we can be still and know that He

is God, will be exalted, and the God of

Jacob is with us. That is our hope. And
the best way of accomplishing that is
TOGETHER. That is why we call the
Church the body of Christ. It seems
there is an uprising of faith happening
because of the current crisis. May God
raise up generations who are sensi-
tive to the issues and challenges of our
day—generations who know Christ
and are boldly committed to making
Him known. At the AACC, we salute
that resolve in you and love standing
with you to do that very thing. Our
prayer is that God will use this issue
and your continued service to bring
great glory to Himself, especially dur-
ing these challenging times.

By the way, everyone recovered
quickly, and we are all most grateful.
We are, however, much more sensi-
tive and attuned to those around us,
especially those battling COVID-19
and individuals who have lost loved
ones. This coronavirus is real, highly
infectious, and quite concerning. ..
and it will be with us for a while. As
mental health leaders and advocates,
this is our time to step up and into
this moment with profound hope and
encouragement.

TIM CLINTON, ED.D.,
LPC, LMFT, BCPCGC, is
President of AACC, Execu-
tive Director of the James
Dobson Family Institute,
and co-founder of Light
Counseling, Inc., a clinical practice serving
children, adolescents, and adults. He served
as a professor of counseling for more than
30 years and is the author/editor of nearly 30
books, including Break Through, The Strug-
gle is Real, and Peace for Your Mind, Hope
for Your Heart.



For the last several months, much
of the world has been living in a
season of uncertainty, filled with
stress, anxiety, isolation, ambiguity,
and unpredictability. In fact, there
seems to be no real indication

that the instability of the present
moment will improve in the near
future on either a local, regional,
national, or global level. In the midst
of this chaos, social distancing,
‘stay-at-home” orders, and manda-
tory face masks are common prac-
tice, with the long-term impact—
biologically, psychologically, socially,
and spiritually —of these preventa-
tive efforts currently unknown.

10

Yet, psychological data on the COVID-19 era are beginning to
emerge, and many people are reluctantly settling into the reality
that some combination of social distancing and mask-wearing is
here to stay in this season of life. Building upon this “new normal,”
I will briefly explore a psychological and spiritual perspective on
the COVID-19 era, making the case that a “both/and” strategy is
necessary for psychological and spiritual health. In other words,
although widespread suffering abounds, and Christians need to
accept the inevitability of pain in a fallen, broken world, we can
also cultivate gratitude and thankfulness during this tumultuous
time, deepening our ability to fellowship with God in the process.
Drawing upon the Psalms, I suggest that these biblical writers
astutely captured this “both/and” approach to life, recognizing there
are unavoidable seasons of “orientation,” “disorientation,” and “new
orientation” in our relationship with God (Brueggemann, 1984).
This practice can benefit 21st century Christians as we try to find a
clear path forward for psychological and spiritual growth.
Ultimately, to maintain psychological and spiritual well-being
in this unpredictable period, Christians can implement a two-step
strategy. We can cry out to God amid the pain and “disorienta-
tion” and also maintain a sense of hope and gratitude that a “new
orientation” is just around the corner. After all, God is active and
present to offer His providential care from moment to moment. To
practice this approach—offering a “complaint” and then a “praise”
to God (Brueggemann, 1984)—meditating on the Psalms can help
Christians to gain much-needed insight into the problem of, and
solution to, human suffering on this side of heaven. To begin, I
briefly review the emerging data on the psychology of COVID-19,
then present the newest research on gratitude, before conclud-
ing with a survey of the “three seasons” of life in the Psalms and a
two-step meditative strategy for embracing the “both/and” of the
COVID-19 era.

JOSHUA KNABB
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A Psychological Understanding

of the COVID-19 Pandemic

Although research is only beginning to emerge on the
psychology of the COVID-19 pandemic, a recent study
published in the American Psychologist employed a sample
of roughly 1,500 U.S. adults to better understand the
impact that state-ordered social distancing and “stay-
at-home” preventative efforts have had on psychologi-

cal functioning (Luchetti et al., 2020). Over the course
of three time periods—January-February, March, and
April—participants were assessed with a loneliness mea-
sure, with results revealing no change in self-reported
loneliness across time (Luchetti et al., 2020). This find-
ing suggests that people may be discovering other ways,
beyond traditional in-person interpersonal exchanges,

to meet key social and emotional needs. However, addi-
tional research is needed to assess the long-term impact
of social distancing and “stay-at-home” orders on psycho-
logical health.

More recently, the American Psychological Association
(APA) conducted a survey on stress and COVID-19
among approximately 3,000 U.S. adults (APA, 2020).
Results revealed that roughly four out of five partici-
pants stated the pandemic itself is “a significant source
of stress,” and almost two out of three indicated that the
“government response” is “a significant source of stress”
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(APA, 2020). Moreover, nearly three out of four par-

ents reported worrying about their children during the
COVID-19 pandemic, with just over half stating they
have observed an increase in “acting out” behavior among
their children during the COVID-19 era (APA, 2020).
Although U.S. adults may not necessarily be reporting

an increase in loneliness per se, COVID-19-related stress
appears to be a fairly ubiquitous experience.

Gratitude as a Response to the Stress of COVID-19
In response to COVID-19-related stress, gratitude may be
an often-overlooked cognitive-affective state for manag-
ing the “ups” and “downs” of this season of uncertainty
(Emmons & Stern, 2013). Succinctly defined as the abil-
ity to “affirm the good and credit others with bringing it
about” (Emmons, 2016, p. 13), gratitude may serve a use-
ful, protective purpose in the COVID-19 era—especially
as a coping skill for proactively countering the stress,
discouragement, powerlessness, and hopelessness that can
organically emanate from this latency period. By actively
searching for, and locating, the good in life, we may be
able to appreciate and savor what we have, even during
social distancing, “stay-at-home” orders, and an over-
abundance of online-only social interactions.

In a widely-cited longitudinal study, researchers inves-
tigated the long-term impact of gratitude on stress among
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a sample of university students, with findings revealing
that gratitude directly predicted less stress over a three-
month period (Wood, Maltby, Gillett, Linley, & Joseph,
2008). As an actual intervention, actively cultivating
thoughts of gratitude through journaling exercises and
other strategies may help to develop a range of positive
emotions, leading to the ability to manage stress better
(Emmons & Stern, 2013). Overall, after several decades
of research in the psychology literature, gratitude appears
to be an important cognitive-affective state for psycholog-
ical health, especially when we are facing the inevitable
adversities of daily life.

One particular gratitude intervention, loving-kindness
meditation, involves repeating certain phrases or mantras
to oneself (e.g., “May I be free from suffering”), and then
others (e.g., “May my co-worker be at ease”), which helps
practitioners cultivate positive emotions (Neff & Germer,
2018). A study among nearly 150 working adults found
that participation in a six-session loving-kindness inter-
vention group led to an improvement in a variety of emo-
tions, such as gratitude (Fredrickson, Cohn, Coffey, Pek,
& Finkel, 2008). To date, loving-kindness meditation
appears to be growing in popularity in the psychology
literature, with a wide variety of mental health benefits
(Zeng, Chiu, Wang, Oei, & Leung, 2015). Still, because
loving-kindness meditation emanates from the Buddhist
tradition, some Christians may prefer to turn to their
own religious heritage for a meditative strategy to culti-
vate gratitude in the COVID-19 era. In the context of the
“three seasons” of the Psalms, kataphatic (i.e., using words
and images) Christian meditation may hold promise as a
Christian-sensitive alternative.

In the Psalms, the various writers typically elucidated
three seasons of life, including seasons of “orientation,”
“disorientation,” and “new orientation” (Brueggemann,
1984), which have relevance for Christians in the 21st
century COVID-19 era. With seasons of “orientation,”
we are often in a state of well-being, recognizing God’s
reliability and blessings, whereas seasons of “disorienta-
tion” point to the suffering, hardship, and adversity
that naturally emanate from living in a fallen world
(Brueggemann, 1984). Finally, commonly following the
disorienting seasons of despair, hurt, and hopelessness,
seasons of “new orientation” reflect a state of gratitude,
thanksgiving, and newfound hope, recognizing that God

has dually delivered us from our suffering and fulfilled
His promises with the blessings that only He can offer
(Brueggemann, 1984). Although by no means a predict-
able, stable sequence, we often move from seasons of
“orientation” to “disorientation” to “new orientation,”
culminating with a deeper awareness of, and trust in,
God’s infinitely benevolent, wise, and powerful providen-
tial care.

Within the COVID-19 era, we certainly seem to be in
a season of “disorientation,” wherein the psalmists would
often lament to God with a few key steps, which may
be helpful for contemporary Christians as we struggle to
make sense of the suffering before us and God’s avail-
ability and plan amid the turmoil. With the first step of
lament, there is some sort of “plea” or “complaint,” which
includes a request to God, the reason for the lament,
and transparent and authentic language that reflects the
psalmist’s anguish and pain. This is followed by “praise”
on the part of the psalmist, captured in the recognition
that he has been heard by God, trusts God, and is grate-
ful to God (Brueggemann, 1984). In other words, the
bridge from “complaint” to “praise” may involve a cathar-
tic expression of the pain, followed by gratitude and an
awareness of God’s providential care, regardless of the
outcome (Brueggemann, 1984).

As one of many examples, Psalm 13 (NIV) aptly cap-
tures these two significant steps—a “complaint,” followed
by a “praise” (Brueggemann, 1984):

How long, LORD? Will you forget me forever?

How long will you hide your face from me? How

long must I wrestle with my thoughts and day after

day have sorrow in my heart? How long will my
enemy triumph over me? Look on me and answer,

LORD my God. Give light to my eyes, or I will

sleep in death, and my enemy will say, “I have over-

come him,” and my foes will rejoice when I fall.

But I trust in your unfailing love; my heart rejoices

in your salvation. I will sing the LORD’s praise, for

he has been good to me.

Here, we can easily see the psalmist’s “complaint”
(e.g., “How long...”), then his “praise” (e.g., “I trust in
your unfailing love,” “I will sing the LORD’s praise”),
which offer us a meditative model for lamenting to God
in the COVID-19 era.

For Christians within the COVID-19 pandemic, medi-
tating on the Psalms can help us to move from stress and
“disorientation” to gratitude and “new orientation” by: a)
crying out to God from moment to moment, especially
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in this season of stress, uncertainty, and widespread suf-
fering, and b) praising and thanking Him, anticipating
that we are inevitably moving toward a season of “new
orientation,” wherein we will be positively surprised by
His blessings. In fact, recent research has revealed that
Christian meditation may hold promise as a psycho-
logical intervention for a range of struggles, including
depression, anxiety, stress, intolerance of uncertainty,
and repetitive negative thinking (i.e., rumination and
worry) (Knabb, Frederick, & Cumming, 2017; Knabb &
Vazquez, 2018; Knabb et al., 2020).

What follows, then, is a two-step approach to meditat-
ing on the Psalms during the COVID-19 period, which
will help Christians to: a) lament to God to authentically
express the stress and pain of the present moment to
Him, and b) cultivate gratitude, thanksgiving, and praise
to God, even when a resolution to our current predica-
ment remains unclear. In doing so, we are prioritizing our
relationships with God and turning to Him in response
to social distancing, “stay-at-home” orders, online-only
social interactions, and financial instability that may be
contributing to an increase in daily stress.

A Two-step Strategy for Meditating on the
Psalms: Cultivating a “Both/And” Approach

to the Stress of COVID-19

To begin, find a quiet location free from distractions. Sit
up straight in a supportive chair with your palms facing
upward in your lap as an expression of your willingness
to yield to God’s providential care in the here-and-now.
For the next 20 minutes, you will be engaging in a two-
step strategy, lamenting to God, and then thanking Him
(adapted from Brueggemann, 1984). As much as possible,
try to slowly and deliberately adhere to the following
steps, discontinuing the practice if you experience signifi-
cant discomfort or distress.

1. Select a psalm of lament (e.g., Psalm 13) that
includes both a “complaint” and “praise,” slowly
reading through the passage to immerse yourself
in the biblical author’s experience.

2. Apply the psalm to your current situation, select-
ing one verse that captures your “complaint” to
God, as well as one that reflects your gratitude to
God.

a. Lament. Slowly meditate on the chosen pas-
sage, such as, “How long must I wrestle with
my thoughts and have sorrow in my heart
each day?” In this very moment, express your
pain to God, sharing your experience of the
COVID-19 pandemic with Him. Repeat the

passage over and over again, slowly absorb-
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| could see their lips moving, but the words were muffled.

| leaned in, trying harder to hear what they were saying,
even though | knew exactly what was being said. It felt like
| was in one of those out-of-body experiences you see in
the movies—the scene where everything around the main
character slows down, and everyone around him fades.
The character’s internal dialogue starts as he tries to make
sense of the unfolding situation.

For me, it was a very surreal and familiar situation. I was, yet again, get-
ting bullied. This time my tormentors were getting creative with their in-
sults. “What’s with your face, Mayfield? Did you run into a meat grinder?”
or “Who dressed you today... your mommy?” But on that day, something
was different—that day they were emboldened, and it got physical. I was
standing in front of my locker in the empty hallway of my middle school.
All the other kids and teachers had already gone to class. My eyes darted
back and forth to see if anyone was coming to save me, but there was no
one to be found. As I refocused on the three boys in front of me, I knew
no one was coming to my rescue. “Stuff him in the locker!” they laughed.
I braced myself for the impact as I was crammed into my locker. The door
closed, and I was completely and utterly alone.

Reflecting on this story 27 years later, I can still connect to those feel-
ings of being alone. While sitting here writing these words, I can feel my
chest tightening, my stomach beginning to turn, and the palms of my
hands getting a little sweaty. It is amazing how the body remembers these
moments of distress. As a counselor, I can make sense of these somatic feel-
ings, work through these emotions, and take action. However, this is not
the case for so many others. Loneliness has become commonplace, a part
of the fabric of the human race, and an all-too-familiar feeling that contin-
ues to linger. But it is not new.

Since the beginning of time, loneliness has been used as the lie of the
enemy. In Genesis chapter three, the serpent confronts Eve about the fruit
of the tree. Eve states, “It’s only about the tree in the middle of the garden
that God said, ‘Don’t eat from it, don’t even touch it or you’ll die.” The
serpent told the Woman, ‘You won’t die. God knows that the moment you
eat from that tree, you’ll see what’s really going on. You'll be just like God,
knowing everything, ranging all the way from good to evil” (Genesis 3:2-
5, MSQG). The serpent’s lie was planted. Where Eve understood physical
death (apothnesko in the Greek), the serpent was talking about spiritual
death and separation (thanatos in the Greek). At that moment, when both
Adam and Eve ate the fruit, loneliness and separation entered into the
world and has been an antagonist in our stories ever since.

MARK MAYFIELD
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The Effects of Loneliness

I have been a counselor for many years, and was a youth
and family pastor before becoming a therapist. In my
time working closely with clients, I have always wondered
if there was a common thread to the mental, emotional,
physical, and spiritual distress linked to the different
presenting problems that entered my office. Through my
experience and subsequent research, loneliness has become
that common thread that connects the following four
paradigms.

1. Mental Health: There has been a significant in-
crease in depressive symptoms among high school boys
and girls between 2012-2015. Boys’ depressive symptoms
increased by 21%, and gitls’ depressive symptoms have
increased by 50% (Twenge, 2016). The Anxiety and De-
pression Association of America indicated that 40 million
adults 18 and older (18.19%) struggle with anxiety, 15.7
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million (6.7%) of those 18 and older will have a major de-
pressive episode this year, and 2.8 million six to 17-year-
olds will have a major depressive episode this year. That is
58.5 million individuals, or 35.8% of the population, that
report struggling with anxiety and depression.

2. Emotional Health: I realize that mental and emo-
tional health are joined at the hip. However, I think it is
important to differentiate the two for a moment. Emo-
tional intelligence and acuity directly relate to the mental
health of an individual and vice versa. If you have been
paying attention to our world these past two decades,
the Emotional Intelligence (EQ) of the greater populous
is waning, and it is directly affecting our ability to cope
and connect. For example, think back to when President
Trump was elected in 2016. Universities had to accom-
modate students who were falling apart because they did
not have the emotional intelligence to process the loss and
disappointment properly.

3. Physical Health: 647,000 people will die from
heart disease, and one in four, or 606,500 people, will
die from cancer this year. Why are these numbers so
high? During my research, I stcumbled across a concept
called pre-disease pathways or the biological influences and
related links to behavioral, psychological, and social im-
pacts that precede morbidity (sickness) and mortality (life
expectancy). Loneliness and isolation can predict both
morbidity and mortality, even after accounting and con-
trolling for health factors such as nutrition and exercise
(Hawkler & Cacioppo). Loneliness directly contributes
to inflammation or excitation of chronic illnesses such as
cancer, cardiovascular disease, etc. This connection means
that loneliness is a major pre-disease pathway.

4. Spiritual Health: John 10:10 (MSG) says that “a
thief is only there to steal and kill and destroy....” This
is the continuation of the lie of loneliness and separation
that started in the Garden of Eden. If Satan can convince
us that we know better than God, if he can persuade us to
buy into the shame and guilt of our sins, and if he can get
us to buy into the lie that we can do it or fix it ourselves,
then he is able to separate us from connection to both
God and others. Thus, deepening and widening of the

crevasse of loneliness.

So What Do We Do?

The remedy seems simple, but it can take a lot of work,
intentionality, and vulnerability. To combat the insidi-
ous like of loneliness, we must help people discover three
things:

1. We must help them discover their IDENTITY:
The lie of loneliness distorts the truth of to whom we be-
long. Therefore, we must walk alongside those who cross
our paths and remind them that they belong to God.
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PRAGTICING GOD'S PRESENCE AND POWER

An Epidemic of Social Isolation and Loneliness
Isolation and loneliness are harmful to your health. The
Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA),
an agency of the U.S. Department of Health and Hu-
man Services, reports that 20% of Americans feel socially
isolated and lonely and that the resulting health damage
is the equivalent of smoking 15 cigarettes a day (HRSA,
2019). This research was done before the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic, and one can surmise that the per-
centage of socially isolated and lonely people will increase
dramatically over the remainder of 2020.

Meta-analytic studies have revealed that people who
live in social isolation or perceive themselves as alone and
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lonely are at higher risk for early mortality (Holt-Lunstad,
et al., 2015). Social cognitive behavioral therapy is one of
the more effective treatments for loneliness, along with
such strategies as scheduled personal contacts, group ac-
tivity participation (e.g., exercise, painting, music, drama,
storytelling), group discussion (e.g., Bible studies), animal
contact, skills instruction (e.g., mindfulness-based stress
reduction, computer use, friendship development, goal
setting, self-management), service delivery and social as-
sistance, and peer support groups (Cacioppo, et al., 2015;
O’Rourke, et al., 2018). Research on all these treatments
and interventions demonstrates the vital role that social
relationships play in our long-term health.
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A Christian Response to Social Isolation and Loneliness

How do Christians deal with isolation and loneliness? The reality is that most
of us probably slip into the habits and behaviors found in the general popu-
lation that exacerbate rather than ameliorate the problem. In other words,
Christians are just as prone to the adverse effects of social isolation and loneli-
ness unless they have embraced and mastered biblically-effective tools and
incorporated them into a healthy lifestyle. Assuming there is no physical or
medical issue at the root of loneliness that impairs a person’s perception, there
are several ways Christians can grow in awareness that they are “never alone.”
Some activities have already been mentioned, but I want to focus specifically
on how we can practice the presence and power of God.

Created for Relationship

We are created in the image of God and for a relationship with Him and our
neighbors (Genesis 1-2). As such, all humans have value in the eyes of God.
Sin, evil, and the curse have caused a rupture in this relationship, but Christ
has provided the way of salvation and the model for restoring relationships.
Stress from social isolation and loneliness is normal, reminding us of our re-
lational nature and design; however, in Christ, we need to remember that we
are never alone; God is present, and we always have an audience. We need to
learn to practice the presence and power of God.

Keeping Your Focus: Staying on Course
For years, our family had a small sailboat, and I learned early on the impor-
tance of visual navigation when sailing on a lake. It is imperative to identify
an object in the distance and stay focused on it to avoid becoming distracted.
If I looked down at the tiller and tried to hold it straight, then I would soon
be blown off course. Ancient mariners would use Polaris, the North Star, as
the fixed reference point in the Northern Hemisphere to sail across the seas.
What is the focal point in your life that keeps you on course? For some, it
is their job, material objects, or wealth; for others, it is their politics, philoso-
phy of life, or a person whom they idolize. All of these things will fail unless
you seek first the Kingdom of God (Matthew 6:33) found in Jesus. Peter was
able to walk on water as long as he kept his focus on Jesus, but when he be-
came distracted by the wind and the elements around him, he began to sink.
He was saved when he called out to Jesus. “Immediately Jesus reached out his
hand and caught him. “You of little faith, he said, ‘why did you doubt?” And
when they climbed into the boat, the wind died down” (Matthew 14:31-32,
NIV). The promise of God is this, “.. Never will I leave you; never will I for-
sake you” (Hebrews 13:5, NIV).

IAN F. JONES
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... we need to see every problem, including social isolation,
as an opportunity to respond, not just to ourselves
and others, but also to God.

Keeping Your Focus: Developing a Godly
Orientation and Attitude

God is present in every situation... we are never alone.
In his book, The Responsible Self, H. Richard Niebuhr
described this godly orientation: “God is acting in all ac-
tions upon you, so respond to all actions upon you as to
respond to His action” (p. 126). In other words, we need
to see every problem, including social isolation, as an op-
portunity to respond, not just to ourselves and others, but
also to God. He is there, just as Jesus was there for Peter,
waiting for us to look beyond our immediate circum-
stances and engage Him.

In 1 Kings 18, we see Elijah standing alone before the
prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel, calling down the
consuming fire of God upon the sacrifice. His success and
the slaughter of the false prophets are followed in the next
chapter by the picture of a different Elijah, who is fleeing
in fear from the threats of Jezebel. We find him in the
desert, socially isolated, flooded with negative emotions,
tired, hungry, wanting to die, and complaining that he is
all alone. God intervenes (He has been there all along) by
first providing for Elijah’s physical needs for sleep, food,
and water; then, He speaks to him in a gentle, soothing
voice as He addresses the prophet’s lost focus. God is pres-
ent—He corrects Elijah’s false beliefs, tells him there are
seven thousand people who have not bowed to Baal, gives
him a task to anoint two kings, and provides him with a
companion, Elisha, who will remain with him until he is
taken up into heaven (1 Kings 19). In the process, we are
given the model of an effective crisis intervention.

Keeping Your Focus: Learning to “Extract

the Precious from the Worthless”

One way to keep our focus is to learn to “extract the pre-
cious from the worthless” (Jeremiah 15:19, NASB). As
long as Jeremiah focused on the sin and evil around him,
he could not see the precious provisions of God; conse-
quently, God no longer recognized him as His prophet.
Jeremiah needed to reappraise his situation.

John Chrysostom (347-407) was a brilliant preacher
who found himself constantly at odds with authorities
and, in particular, the empress. He was twice banished
from his church in Constantinople; however, his attitude
toward such strife and persecution is enlightening and,
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perhaps, instructive as we deal with uncertain times. In a
letter to Bishop Cyriacus he wrote:
“When I was driven from the city, I felt no anxiety, but
said to myself: If the empress wishes to banish me, let
her do so; the earth is the Lord’s.” If she wants to have
me sawn asunder, / have Isaiah for an example. If she
wants me to be drowned in the ocean, I think of Jonah.
If I am to be thrown into the fire, the three men in the
furnace suffered the same. If cast before wild beasts, /
remember Daniel in the lion’s den. If she wants me to be
stoned, I have before me Stephen, the first martyr. If she
demands my head, let her do so; John the Baptist shines
before me. Naked I came from my mother’s womb, na-
ked shall I leave this world. Paul reminds me, ‘If 1 still
pleased men, I would not be the servant of Christ”
(Schaff, 1889, p. 14, emphases added).
Chrysostom is using a technique in counseling that
we call a reappraisal or a reassessment. Notice that he
is not dismissing or ignoring the threat, nor is he cata-
strophizing his situation. His anxiety is not repressed or
suppressed; rather, it is processed through a biblical lens
that renders it harmless. Each stressor simply serves as a
prompt or reminder of a concrete example of God’s faith-
fulness.

Keeping Your Focus: Practicing the Presence

of God

Brother Lawrence was a 17th-century Carmelite lay broth-
er who suffered from loneliness and depression before
finding peace through practicing the presence of God. He
admitted that distractions and wandering thoughts were

a problem, but through perseverance and repetition, he
acquired the habit of continual conversation with God.
“That in order to form a habit of conversing with GOD
continually, and referring all we do to Him; we must at
first apply to Him with some diligence: but that after a
little care we should find His love inwardly excite us to it
without any difficulty” (Brother Lawrence, 1895, p. 10).
“The time of business does not with me differ from the
time of prayer,” he said (p. 4).

Biblical meditation can help you keep your focus and
engage in prayerful conversation with God. First, prepare
your mind and body by doing relaxation and breathing
exercises and slowing down your thoughts and mind.
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