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The Rise of Loneliness and the Search for Community
In today’s technology-based world, almost every American has at least one device at their disposal.  With the internet at our fingertips and numerous social media apps, one might expect a higher degree of connectedness. However, studies have found more and more Americans feel alone in our ever-changing society. Loneliness affects millions of Americans regardless of age, and some researchers believe the problem is worsening due to an aging population, changes in family structure, and a reliance on technology in place of face-to-face conversation (Lyons). Loneliness can be somewhat of an abstract concept and can have a variety of meanings, but John Cacioppo, founder of the University of Chicago's Center for Cognitive and Social Neuroscience, has defined loneliness as the feeling or perception of being isolated and the belief that others cannot be trusted (Lyons). As the reported number of people feeling alone has increased, the percentage of American’s who claim to be religiously affiliated has decreased. From a Pew Research Center survey conducted in 2019, the religiously unaffiliated share of the population, consisting of people who describe their religious identity as atheist, agnostic, or ‘nothing in particular,’ now stands at 26%, up from 17% in 2009. In the last decade, there has been an increase in individuals who claim they’re lonely and feel incomplete, so in what ways does the decline in religious affiliation correlate with loneliness?  
Loneliness studies are difficult to analyze because loneliness is a subjective feeling that is hard to define or even measure. Researchers have developed a “Loneliness Scale” based off of 20 statements rated on a four-point scale to give uniformity to surveys and research (Lyons). A study released in May 2018 by global health insurer, Cigna, reports that nearly half of Americans say they “always” or “sometimes” feel alone or left out, and nearly one-fifth feel they have no one to turn to (Lyons).
Psychologists and social workers place an emphasis on America’s demographic and cultural changes when discussing the topic of loneliness and social isolation. Currently, more Americans are older, single, living alone, have smaller families, and live further from relatives (Lyons). With this given state, the need for a strong sense of community is great. A sense of community can be facilitated through online interactions and exchanges. Unfortunately, these relationships cultivated from technological communications often fall short of one’s current conceptions. Our human nature longs for deep and meaningful relationships. One cannot be satisfied with surface-level friendships. To fill the void in one’s social life, some people turn to the Church. 
Religious communities provide a sense of belonging to individuals. Loneliness is a multi-faceted topic which has more than one factor involved. The increase of people reported feeling alone or socially isolated could be the product of superficial relationships fostered online, increasing population of elderly, a better awareness of mental illness, or smaller families etc. However, another possible cause could be the decline in religious affiliation. In 1970, nearly 70% of Americans were members of a church or synagogue, but after 2017 around 55% are affiliated members (Lyons). Could the decline in religious affiliation be a possible factor as to why so many people feel alone and isolated from society? 
One of the main pillars of theology is unity. The unification of common beliefs is the basis for creating a community (Ward). “The basic faith of the Church would be that, by a series of acts which in their form originated with and are modeled on the life of Jesus, God calls certain individuals out of the world into membership of a community founded on inner union with the divine, gives them the vocation of showing God’s healing and reconciling love in the world, empowers them with the Spirit of love and fulfillment, and promises to them and offers them to all humanity the gift of eternal life” (Ward). The structure of the Church is nowhere near perfect and, like all things in life, has its flaws. However, the Church’s ideology of one people of God existing in many traditions of interpretation and practice, united in their love of God revealed in Jesus and in their acceptance of the basic apostolic testimony of the gospels appeals to those seeking community.
Religion might be a particularly effective source of belonging and meaning because many religious traditions offer structures that are designed to help religious individuals connect with one another and form close relationships (e.g., small groups, support groups, services for families and children, etc.). Additionally, religious groups encourage their members to support one another, both through instrumental aid (e.g., food, financial help) and emotional support (e.g., consolation during times of difficulty) (Hansong). Participation in religious groups can strengthen one’s sense of purpose and create those deep interactions which every human craves. The Church works on unifying its members in the belief of being one in the Spirit which seeks unique ways to continually bring all creation together… with Christ as head (Ward). One of the pillars which the Church rests upon is tradition. Tradition is the way for the organization of human experience as a religiously affiliated individual (Lucien). The systematic organization built on the reliance of tradition is a communal possession which provides stability and an effective way of living for the believer (Richard). 
A study reported in The Gerontologist, has shown social integration and social support are key mechanisms that link religious attendance and loneliness. By securing data from the National Social Life Health and Aging Project, the study found that religious attendance is associated with higher levels of social integration and social support, factors which are linked to lower levels of loneliness (Rote). Early involvement in these religious institutions integrate individuals into larger and more supportive social networks that remain constant when older adults exit time-consuming social roles associated with work-related activities and in regard to family decreasing one’s probability of becoming lonely later in life (Rote). Religious affiliation involves worship services at regular dates and times providing a constant on an individual’s social calendar. These constant worship services allow the congregation to share in rituals and engage feelings of closeness (Ward). Along with services and devotionals, the Church often offers regular social activities such as volunteering, potlucks, clothing drives, and other charitable pursuits which give the congregation an opportunity to gather and strengthen their sense of community. 
There is an established positive relationship between life satisfaction and religiosity. A study published in the Review of Religious Research, examines how religion gives one a sense of belonging. This sense of belonging is the product of being a member of a congregation with a shared framework of meaning and structural benefits due to more social ties. The study found that Catholics experience significant life satisfaction benefits compared to those who are not religiously affiliated (Josje ten Kate). However, this is satisfaction is due to the belonging Catholics feel being associated with the Church. Besides the structural aspect of belonging, another important factor is the cultural aspect of religious belonging. This cultural aspect gives one the opportunity to cultivate a sense of solidarity and commitment because they are bonded by the same values and key norms (Josje ten Kate). The previously listed factors make people feel comfort in one another, forms a sense of security, and dependency upon each other during times of hardship. 
For Romanian migrants who had to flee their country when it was under Communist rule, faith was able to soothe their fears and improve their mental health. Fleeing one’s homeland and not being welcomed in a new country results in an individual feeling isolated and alone. For Ileana, a migrant who escaped Romania and moved to Switzerland, religion was her rock (Briggs). Ileana told researchers from the Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, “In life I was disappointed by friends. Friends is only God. He knows me, I pray, I tell him my sorrow and He understands me.” Having God as a “best friend” gives an individual a confidant and eases the worry of being alone in life (Briggs). Possessing the faith that God, a loving divinity, cares for your well-being helps aid against loneliness. 
[bookmark: hit5]According to former U.S. Surgeon General Vivek Murthy, loneliness is a growing health epidemic in the United States affecting people of all ages and social backgrounds. Chronic loneliness can be a significant mental illness which is sometimes associated with alcohol abuse, eating disorders, and depression. However, loneliness is not strictly a mental health problem; it negatively impacts a number of organ systems within us. Studies have found that loneliness and social isolation are associated with high blood pressure and cardiovascular disease and are risk factors for poor cognitive functioning, personality disorders, Alzheimer's disease and suicide. Some researchers say chronic loneliness poses the same health risk as smoking 15 cigarettes a day and a greater mortality risk than obesity (Lyons). Fostering a sense of community and belonging will not only prove to be mentally beneficial but physically beneficial too. Having a religious connection is a valid way to alleviate the growing loneliness epidemic. 
Never has there been a time where our world has been more reliant upon the use of technological communication than now. Claude S. Fischer, a professor of sociology at the University of California, Berkeley claims loneliness crises often surface during periods of rapid social and technological change (Lyons). Given the current COVID-19 pandemic, people are being asked to socially distance themselves from others and self-quarantine in their houses. Face-to-face interactions have now switched to online forms of communication. Businesses have shut down, restaurants and coffee shops are closed, and yes, worship services and other church functions are not possible. With physical touch absent in so many people’s lives and the ability to leave one’s house limited; mental illness has been on the rise. As one powerful example, Nashville’s suicide hotlines have increased 800% in the last month as a result of COVID-19 rules (Shelton). During these uncertain times, community and connectedness are essential for one to try and maintain an optimistic outlook. Like the Romanian immigrant Ileana, perhaps people will find a friend in God. 
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