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			PREFACE

			On February 12, 1944, thirteen-year-old Anne Frank wrote  these words in her now-famous diary:

			Today the sun is shining, the sky is a deep blue, there is a  lovely breeze and I am longing—so longing for everything.  To talk, for freedom, for friends, to be alone.

			And I do so long . . . to cry! I feel as if I am going  to burst, and I know that it would get better with crying;  but I can’t, I’m restless, I go from room to room, breathe  through the crack of a closed window, feel my heart beating, as if it is saying, “can’t you satisfy my longing at   last?”

			I believe that it is spring within me. I feel that spring is  awakening. I feel it in my whole body and soul. It is an effort to behave normally. I feel utterly confused. I don’t know  what to read, what to write, what to do. I only know that I  am longing.

			Inside each of us, at the center of our lives, there is a tension, an  ache, an insatiable fire that cannot be quieted. We are always  longing. Sometimes this is focused on a person, particularly if we   are in a love that is not consummated; at other times we experience this as a longing to attain something.

			Often, though, it is a longing with no clear focus and no clear  name, an aching that cannot be pinpointed or described. Like  Anne Frank, we only know that we are longing, restless, full of  disquiet.

			Why is it so difficult to be restful and satisfied? What is it  within the human spirit that makes us so incurably erotic, so full  of wanderlust, so easily given over to depressive nostalgia? Shakespeare talked of “immortal longings,” Karl Rahner speaks about  the “torment of the insufficiency of everything attainable.”

			This book examines these longings from both a secular and  a religious point of view and attempts to provide some perspectives from which we can better understand them, showing that  this dis-ease within us can be a force for greatness or for destruction. St. Augustine once prayed: “You have made us for  yourself, Lord, and our hearts are restless until they rest in you.”  This book attempts to explain some of what that means.

			Karl Rahner, a twentieth-century admirer of Augustine, once  said that “in the torment of the insufficiency of everything attainable, we come to realize that, in this life, all symphonies must  remain unfinished.” This book is written for those who struggle  with those words.

			This book was first published more than twenty years ago. I  was young then, lonely myself, restless like all young people, and  still searching for many things. I wrote it very much out of my  own experience, while still under thirty years of age, extremely  idealistic, and, like a young Søren Kierkegaard, trying to carry my  solitude at a noble height. As I reread these pages, touching them  up somewhat for this current edition, I am reminded of the truth  of something I once heard Raymond Brown, the great scripture  scholar, say late in his life. Commenting on growing older, Brown   stated that sometimes, later on in life, we look back on something we wrote in the passion, eagerness, idealism, and immaturity of our youth, and we ask: “How could I ever have had the  nerve and the immaturity to say that?” However, later on still,  when we realize more and more how timid our maturity has  made us, we look more fondly on that same work and say:  “That’s the best thing I ever did!” I had both those feelings, the  shame and the pride, as I read again these pages that I wrote  when I was much younger.

			And one last feeling: Jane Urquhart, in rereading one of her  own books more than twenty years after she first wrote it, made  this comment: “It is tremendously satisfying to be able to reacquaint myself with the young woman who wrote these tales, and  to know that what was going on in her mind intrigues me still.”  I can say the same thing, exactly, as I bring to a new edition  words that I wrote when I was still a lonely, restless young man.

			RON ROLHEISER
ROME,ITALY
FEBRUARYI, 2004
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			THE PROBLEM

			No person has ever walked our earth and been free from the  pains of loneliness. Rich and poor, wise and ignorant, faith-filled  and agnostic, healthy and unhealthy have all alike had to face and  struggle with its potentially paralyzing grip. It has granted no  immunities. To be human is to be lonely.

			To be human, however, is also to respond. The human person has always responded to this pain. The response has varied  greatly. Sometimes loneliness has led us to new heights of creativity, and sometimes it has led us to drugs, alcohol, and emotional paralysis; sometimes it has led us to the true encounter of  love and authentic sexuality, sometimes it has led us into dehumanizing relationships and destructive sexuality; sometimes it  has moved us to a greater depth of openness toward God and  others, to fuller life, and sometimes it has led us to jump off  bridges, to end life; sometimes it has given us a glimpse of  heaven, sometimes it has given us a glimpse of hell; sometimes it  has made the human spirit, sometimes it has broken it; always it  has affected it. For loneliness is one of the deepest, most universal, and most profound experiences that we have.

			Even if you are a relatively happy person, a person who relates easily to others and who has many close friends, you are   probably still lonely at times. If you are a very sensitive person,  who feels things deeply, you are probably, to some degree, lonely  all the time.

			However, most of us appear reluctant to admit our loneliness,  even to ourselves. All of us seem to have a congenital need to deny  that we experience loneliness and that it is, in some way, responsible for many of our feelings, actions, and pursuits. We distance  ourselves from it, not admitting to ourselves and to others that we  are lonely. We admit that we are lonely only with a feeling of  shame and weakness. Also, most of us feel that loneliness is not  something that should affect normal, healthy persons. We identify it much more with those that our society considers marginal  persons, namely, the elderly, the unwanted, the unlovable, the  alienated, and those others who for one reason or another seem  divorced from the mainstream of life. We never imagine for a moment that we should be subject to intense feelings of loneliness.

			Under the surface, though, we are not easily fooled by our  own facade of strength. We hurt, and we live in pain, in loneliness, damned loneliness. Unfortunately, too, the cost of our self-deception is high. We pay a heavy price for not admitting our  loneliness, facing it squarely, and grappling with it honestly.  Loneliness, as we shall see, is most dangerous when it is not recognized, accepted, and worked through creatively. It is then that  it wreaks havoc with our lives. Conversely, too, we shall see that  it is a tremendously creative and humanizing force when it is recognized and addressed correctly.

			
				THE HIDDEN FACE OF LONELINESS

				Despite our denials of loneliness, evidence for it is everywhere. It  does not require professional insight, nor much documentation,   to affirm the fact that as a society, and as individuals, we are  lonely. All we need to do is to look around ourselves, or deeply  inside ourselves, to see evidence of loneliness, staggering, painful  evidence. For example, even a quick look at the grim statistics  that document the use of alcohol, drugs (both hard and soft),  the sale of pornographic materials, and the number of suicides  tells us that we are a lonely people, living in pain. In our western  world, we consume millions of pounds of tranquilizers and barbiturates annually. At the same time each year, we see an increase  in the number of persons who are seeking professional counseling, suffering from nervous strain and mental disorders, getting  involved in encounter groups, sensitivity groups, religious fads,  newer forms of communal and marital living, and promiscuous  sexuality.

				Granted, all these things are not necessarily indicative of  loneliness; other factors are often present. However, loneliness is  certainly a large factor in bringing about many of these phenomena.

				We see concomitant phenomena in other areas. Over recent  decades, we have seen the motif of loneliness emerging more and  more within philosophy, art, literature, psychology, and religious  and social thought. The so-called pop arts, modern music,  movies, literature, popular magazines, and the like have also focused much on loneliness as one of their major and more interesting themes. The prevalence and popularity of this theme in so  much recent thought and art suggest that our hearts tend to resonate when we hear talk of loneliness.

				Perhaps the clearest example of this is popular music. Music,  like other art forms, becomes popular only when it communicates some human experience. The popularity, therefore, of much  of our modern rock music, particularly of the poorer variety, is  confusing to people who judge music solely by the quality of its   melody, harmony, symmetry, and lyrics. Much of our modern  rock music, in comparison to classical music, is weak in all these  aspects. Yet millions flock to listen to this music, to buy recordings of it. Why? The reason is quite simply that it speaks to people. In some ways, and at various times in our lives, these  grinding guitars and booming drums (complete with a writhing  singer) capture more explicitly the confusion, the torment, the  pain, and the loneliness of our minds than do the symphonies of  Beethoven and other such classics. In many ways, the rock music  of our age speaks to our culture in the way the blues spoke to the  oppressed and enslaved blacks during their days of enslavement.  We like a music when “it fits,” when it strikes a chord inside us.

				Who more acutely symbolizes the pain of our age than the  gyrating, writhing rock singer, screaming into an ultrasensitive  microphone, nearly drowned out by guitars and drums, trying  desperately to communicate, to penetrate someone’s ears and  heart—if, in no other way, than at least through the sheer force  of sound? His records sell because the gyrating and writhing of  his music and his body is not unlike our minds and hearts, which  also gyrate and writhe as they struggle to communicate, struggle  to make contact, struggle to penetrate, struggle to pierce the riddle that separates us from the minds and hearts of others. We,  too, are desperately trying to communicate, in whatever fashion  possible!

				However, even if there were no poets, no artists, no musicians, no professional commentators to point out our loneliness  to us, we would still be acutely aware of being lonely; the voice  of our heart, most often making itself heard through pain, is  more than sufficient to tell us this.

				We are many different persons who make up the human race.  Regardless of our differences, and regardless of whatever hand of  cards life has dealt us, our hearts all speak the same language, the   language of love. Part of the language of love, though, is also the  language of pain and loneliness. We yearn for full, all-consuming  love and ecstatic union with God or with others. Reality, however, does not always deal in dreams and yearnings. Consequently, we go through life experiencing not just love, but  frustration, restlessness, tension, and loneliness, as well. In life,  all of us are somewhat frustrated in our deep desire to share our  being and our richness with others. We live knowing that others  do not fully know and understand us and that others can never  fully know and understand us, that they are “out there” and we  are “in here.” St. Paul calls this living as “through a glass, darkly,”  a riddle, a veil, a mist of unreality that separates us from  God and others, and from what is authentically real (1 Cor.  13:12–13).

				Our hearts were not built to live as through a “glass, darkly,”  but to be in consummate union with God and others. And so, as  we try to sort our way through the mist of unreality, the riddle  of life, our hearts are lonely and, thus, speak to us of not just  love, but also of pain. At times, the pain is not so poignant and  we feel close to God and others. At other times, the pain becomes unbearable and we are given a foretaste of hell, realizing  that loneliness is the ultimate threat, the final terror that can relativize all else. Mostly, though, the pain is tolerable, but nagging:  a dissatisfaction with the quality of our life and our relationships  to people, a frustration without an object, a yearning without a  particular reference, a nostalgia for past moments and friends, a  restlessness that prevents us from relaxing and from being present to the moment, a feeling of alienation, a paranoia, a sense of  missing out on something, an inexplicable emptiness.

				Too often, though, we run from these feelings of loneliness,  thinking that there is something wrong with us. We guard our  loneliness from others, keeping it private, like an object of   shame. Yet other hearts speak the same language as ours. Carl  Rogers, psychologist and well-known therapist, once said:

				I have most invariably found that the very feeling which has  seemed to me most private, most personal and hence, most  incomprehensible by others, has turned out to be an expression for which there is a resonance in many people. It  has led me to believe that what is most personal and unique  in each of us is probably the very element which would, if  it were shared and expressed, speak most deeply to others.1

				Our experience of loneliness is surely such an experience;  perhaps the very one that Rogers had most in mind. Loneliness  is not a rare and curious phenomenon. It is at the center of every  person’s ordinary life experience.

				We live as through a glass, darkly, in a mist of unreality that  keeps our hearts in the pain of unconsummated love. This is the  pain of loneliness. We do a lot of daydreaming about fulfillment  and, on days when the pain gets bad, perhaps we cry a little. But  mostly we are silent, silent about our loneliness and the deep  pulses inside us that make our being tick.

			

			
				AN INTENSIFYING PROBLEM

				The problem of loneliness, obviously, is not a new problem, one  unique to our age. The human person has always been lonely.  However, it is the belief of many that, today, we in our western  world are experiencing loneliness with a much greater intensity  than ever before. Why? For several interconnected reasons.

				First, because of the amount of leisure time that our culture  affords us, we have the luxury of being able to focus on our more   interpersonal needs. Until recent generations, perhaps up to our  own, people simply had less time and energy to spare for their  more psychic and spiritual needs. Most of their time and energy  had, by necessity, to be spent in long hours of work, often physical and tiring. Many of our parents and grandparents spent  much of their time and energies simply surviving, responding to  the harsh dictates of their situation in history, coping with the  colossal economic depression of recent past decades, struggling  as immigrants to be accepted, to learn a new language, to find a  decent job, to build and pay for a home, and to educate their  family. They labored, often inhumanly, to move themselves from  “rags to riches,” economically and socially. This consumed most  of their time, energy, and creativity.

				Today, mainly because of their work, the whole situation is  drastically changed. We, their offspring, are born into the affluence and privilege that they worked so hard to create. We no  longer need to spend huge chunks of time, energy, and creativity  on many of the issues that absorbed them. As a result, given affluence and leisure time, we almost automatically focus more on  our psychic and spiritual needs—or we spend a lot of time and  money trying to distract ourselves from having to focus on them.  We have the luxury, perhaps never before afforded a people, of  being able to experience our loneliness in its utmost depth.  Leisure time and affluence, because they have taken away from us  the need to struggle to survive physically, have helped to throw  us back upon ourselves and forced us to search for deeper meaning, interpersonal and spiritual. It has produced, as some would  call it, a “higher psychic temperature.” This raising of our psychic temperature has allowed for a certain liberation of psychic  and spiritual energy, at least potentially so. However, the energy  released by affluence and leisure is generally inchoate, not clearly  focused, and usually not even explicitly recognized as a positive   energy. It is experienced more as a restlessness, a driving force  pushing us into things, a loneliness.

				In that sense, we are perhaps more lonely and restless than  people of past generations. It is no accident, therefore, that we  spend billions of dollars on entertainment, on liquor, on restless  travel, and on just about anything that promises to give us some  respite from our restlessness.

				Adding to the buildup of intensity is the fact, well analyzed  by sociologists, of the fragmentation of our society. Nineteenth-century sociologist Ferdinand Tonnies analyzed this most succinctly with his famous distinction between a Gemeinschaft and a Gesellschaft society. Formerly we lived in what was largely a Gemeinschaft, a society characterized by the extended family, little impersonality, little privacy, and little mobility, geographical or social.  Today we are for the most part in a Gesellschaft , a society characterized by the nuclear family, impersonality, and much mobility.  This switch, while it has in many ways provided us with greater  freedom to relate to others as we choose, has at the same time,  paradoxically, helped generate and intensify loneliness. How? By  undercutting much of the interdependence that was foundational for many of our previous relationships. As we become  more of a Gesellschaft, we seek our privacy and freedom with a passion, not wanting any interdependence forced upon us. We want  to be free to choose the persons with whom we will relate and  the depth to which we will relate. Thus, we seek to make all our  primary relationships freely chosen ones. So, at marriage, we  break away from our own family to try to create our own private,  nuclear family. We seek our own private life, with a private house,  a private car, a private office, and, not content with that, we want  within our home a private room, a private telephone, a private  television, and so on. And, once we have attained that and systematically undercut many of our interdependencies with other   people, then we wonder why we are lonely. We live in huge cities,  among millions of people, and we relate, in a meaningful way, to  very few, partly because in so many areas of our lives there is no  longer any need to share with others. We seek our privacy and  freedom with a righteous zeal, and often intensify our own loneliness as we attain them.

				Our feelings of loneliness are intensified still further by what  is commonly called “future shock,” which has been analyzed  most astutely by Alvin Toffler. Although Toffler does not apply  his thesis very directly to the problem of loneliness, he well  might. According to Toffler, as the future breaks into the present,  we experience people, places , objects, organizations, and knowledge passing  through our lives in an ever more rapid way. Formerly it was not  uncommon to relate to the same set of people (family and  friends), the same geographical locale (usually the place of our  birth), the same organizations (church and social clubs), and the  same knowledge (what we had learned in high school and college  generally remained true) for much of, or perhaps for even all of,  our lives. Now with the pace of life ever increasing in tempo,  with technology and knowledge literally exploding around us,  and with constant mobility, we find that we relate to few things,  and oftentimes few persons, for very long. They are here today  and gone tomorrow! The result is very often an increase in  loneliness.

				Toffler aptly compares this with what happens in the phenomenon of culture shock. For instance, if someone were to pick  us up and suddenly transport us into a totally new land, among  new people, with a new language, a different ethic, and a whole  way of life radically different from our own, we would suffer  “culture shock,” part of the pain of which would be an intense  feeling of loneliness, of being cut off from our roots. Future  shock is dynamically the same. As more and more people pass   through our lives, and as we move from place to place, pulling up  our roots constantly, jettisoning houses, cars, organizational  memberships (and not infrequently marriage partners and human relationships, as well), it is not surprising that we are growing more lonely.

				Finally, coupled with all of this is the influence of modern  media, especially advertising. As future shock, the breakdown of  the extended family, constant mobility, and other such factors intensify our loneliness, modern media and advertising fan the  flames of our loneliness, often bringing them to a volcanic peak.  Our television sets, our magazines, our movie houses, and much  of our advertising present many of our ideals of love and intimacy, of freedom and community, of laughter and presence, as  having already been attained—by others! Constantly on our  screens and in our magazines, we see persons who have already  seemingly broken through the riddle of loneliness and have already attained the things that our hearts want but can never seem  to attain. And so we spend hours watching and envying these people who are presented to us as having already attained redemption. We watch and envy their exciting lives, their zest, their  humor, their intimacy with each other, and, of course, their  tanned beautiful bodies, their freedom, and their never-ending  supply of money! Seeing other people attain love and intimacy,  even if just on a screen, cannot help but fan the flames of our own  torrid hearts. Our own lives, fraught with the pettiness and minor  illnesses that also make up part of reality, never seem to measure  up to those lives we see on our movie and television screens. We  live as “through a glass, darkly”; they do not. Thus our own feelings of frustration, inadequacy, and loneliness intensify.

				I remember as a young teenager watching the Pepsi, Coke,  and 7-Up ads on television. The young people doing them were  always handsome, beautiful people, tanned and smiling, celebrating life with gusto, running with their faces to the wind, in soft  green forests, hand in hand, embracing without hesitation, obviously at ease with themselves, each other, and life. An advertisement like that was always, for me, a mirror, a painful mirror that  helped me to see myself, pimpled and unfree, lacking gusto, zest,  and a sense of celebration, hesitant and halting in relationships,  usually without someone to walk hand in hand with, not at ease,  but searching, a lonely teenager, spending more than a few hours  shuffling hesitantly in the stag line, with a deep feeling of loneliness and inadequacy burning away inside of me.

				Modern media and advertising, far too often, have left us  with the feeling that the riddle of loneliness can be pierced; others have done it and are not so lonely as we are. We are among  the few who are missing out on life. This has played more than a  minor role in intensifying our loneliness.

				The human person has always been lonely. Loneliness stems  from our very structure as a human being. However, because of  the factors just mentioned, today our loneliness seems to be intensifying, swelling, stepping up its tempo, and slowly building  into a crescendo that threatens to break at some future date. The  cataclysm might not be far off. Our society appears to be heading into a psychic crisis, the first spasms of pain appear to be already upon us, and the final throes promise to shake the pillars  of our minds and our civilization.
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			THE DANGERS OF  LONELINESS

			
				LONELINESS: DANGER AND OPPORTUNITY

				Loneliness can be a great opportunity for growth. Yet, like most  worthwhile things, it comes to us fraught with danger. Few  forces can wreak as much havoc with our lives as loneliness. Its  force, if not recognized and handled in a meaningful and creative  way, can be extremely dangerous. It can, with alternating pulses,  paralyze our energies or propel us into destructive activity. Why?  What are these dangers?

				The Hidden Cost: The Dangers of Loneliness

				Here I would like to isolate and speak briefly about six such  potential dangers stemming from our loneliness.

				1) Loneliness, if not understood, can be destructive of  human intimacy and love.

				Loneliness can, and often does, effectively damage our relationships. Usually it is not recognized as playing much of a role in   our ordinary day-to-day relationships; yet, under the surface, it  most frequently is the canker that causes so much of our search  for love and intimacy to be frustrating. How? A few examples  will help to illustrate this.

				Loneliness can lead to overpossessiveness in relationships.

				Because we are lonely, we very often become jealous and overly  possessive of our friends and loved ones. We need love so badly  that, often when we do find it, we try to seize it too strongly. We  become “clammy and sticky,” making unfair impositions on the  freedom of the loved one. Because our loneliness makes us so  desperate for intimacy, we often are unable to allow our friends  and loved ones space to be themselves, to come and go freely, and  to have room to grow according to their own inner dictates.  Rather our own lonely needs frequently cause us to choke relationships to death, with jealousy, with unfair demands for time,  for affection, for exclusiveness. Instead of rejoicing when our  friends succeed at things, or when they find other friendships  that are supportive for them, we become jealous and fearful lest  we might lose their friendship. We demand exclusiveness and try  to possess our loved ones as we would a prized object. This, perhaps more than anything else, is harmful to friendship and intimacy. From our own experience, we know that few things sour a  relationship and alienate us as quickly from others as does jealousy and overpossessiveness. As soon as we sense this developing  within a relationship, we usually run, from the unfair bondage  and from the friendship, as well.

				An old adage has it: “Possession is nine-tenths of ownership!”  This could hardly be more incorrect when applied to friendship   and love. Yet, far too often, our loneliness pushes us to try to possess—and we lose friends precisely to the extent that we give in to  this impulse. Thus, we pay a high price if we do not recognize and  respond creatively to the pulses that our loneliness sends through  us.

				Our loneliness often leads us to overexert ourselves in relationships. 

				Often we try so hard to win people’s friendship that the effect is  counterproductive and we alienate them from us. There are  many examples of this: Some of us, for instance, are compulsive  talkers. In our efforts to win friendship, we impose ourselves  upon others, talking nonstop, and tiring and boring them into  alienation. Others take the precise opposite approach and, because they want someone’s friendship badly, they avoid that person—hoping, of course, that their boycott will be noticed and  that, by some strange logic, their avoidance of the other person  will lead them into friendship. Others overexert themselves by  becoming what psychologists call “Pleasers.” A “Pleaser” is a  person who, at all costs, continually tries to please others. The result is that usually the “Pleaser” ends up losing the respect and  genuine friendship of others and being frustrated and tired, as  well.

				In each of these cases, the root problem is really a failure  to come to grips with one’s loneliness. Consequently, the loneliness makes us too desperate and we try too hard to win  friends. The efforts at friendship are then counterproductive, and  we end up alienating people from us rather than attracting them  to us.

				Loneliness can also be destructive of human intimacy and love as it leads us to
overexpect in relationships.

				Unless we understand our loneliness, where it comes from and  what it means, we will go through life with the false expectations  that somewhere, at some time, someone will be able to take our  loneliness completely away. No relationship, however deep and  intimate, can ever fully take
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