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What loneliness can bring 
 
COVID-19 has brought many face to face with loneliness, in its negative sense. Yet, in terms of 
spirituality, loneliness also has its own purpose within us. 
 
Different types of loneliness: 

- A 12-year-old girl is killed by a high-speed train while trying to take a selfie with the 

train in the distance behind her. A year later, her mother remains bitter and resentful 

toward her daughter, who left her with only a void at home and the feeling there is 

no longer any meaning to her life. 

- Roland, 24, finishes a law degree, but leaves home to join the contemplative 

monastery of the Grande Chartreuse in France, forever. His mother talks about the 

empty place at home as one of the greatest gifts she has received in her life. 

These two life experiences illustrate the difference between emptiness and fulfillment. We 

could describe many more situations of loneliness, such as the brokenness felt when a 

couple separates after many years or at the passing of one of the partners after more than 

50 years of a happy marriage. We can imagine the loneliness of refugees in a camp or the 

lack of prospects for African farmers waiting for the rain that never comes. We might feel 

lonely at times, but so many people live with a permanent feeling of not being considered 

and worthlessness. Recent retirees often do not know how to fill their day and wonder why 

get up in the morning.  

There is a distinction between voluntary solitude – maybe after a long period of exercise and 
effort – as something positive and life-fulfilling, and involuntary solitude, which is 
experienced as loss, exclusion and a lack of possibility. During the lockdown due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, amid tragic loss, some people have used staying at home to regain 
interiority. Meister Eckhart (1260-1328) encourages people to empty their soul and take 
leave of what interests them in materials in Gods’ name: ‘At all levels of our existence we 
need to reach emptiness, to be totally naked in front of God’. 
 
In a beautiful dialogue between a visitor and a little statue in a niche, Francis De Sales 
expresses the desire of the statue to remain where the artist placed it: the only desire I have 
is to do the will of the one who placed me here. Not being able to move and living without 
any desire, this statue does not show any sign of loneliness or exclusion. The message of this 
stone figurine is directed at people in search of the integration of material and spiritual life. 
 

The experience of being lonely 
 

Pope Francis speaks of his experience of exclusion in his book ‘Let Us Dream’: ‘My time in 
Germany in 1986 one might call “the COVID of displacement”. It was a voluntary uprooting 
because I went to improve my German and seek material for my thesis, but I felt like a 
square peg in a round hole. I used to walk over to the cemetery in Frankfurt and from there 
watch planes land and take off, pining for my homeland. I remember the day when 
Argentina won the World Cup. I didn’t watch the match and only realised we had won the 
next day when I read the papers. I got to my German class and no one said a word, but then a 
Japanese girl got up and wrote VIVA ARGENTINA on the blackboard and everyone burst out 
laughing. The teacher came in, told her to erase it, and that was that. It was the loneliness of 
a triumph you can’t share, the solitude of nonbelonging, of being thrown off balance. You’re 



 

2 
 

taken from where you are and sent to where you do not know, and in the process, you learn 
what really matters in the place you left behind.’ 
 
Pope Francis describes another period of loneliness. Ultimately it gave him the opportunity 
to deepen his own life and to write his experiences down for himself and for others. 
‘Sometimes the uprooting can be a healing or a radical makeover. That was my third COVID, 
when I was sent to Córdoba between 1990 and 1992. (…) I spent a year, ten months and 
thirteen days in the Jesuit residence there. I celebrated Mass, heard confessions, and gave 
spiritual direction but hardly ever left the house, just to go to the post office. It was a kind of 
lockdown, self-isolating as so many of us have done lately, and it did me good. It helped me 
to develop ideas: I wrote and prayed a lot (…) So an uprooting of that kind, when they send 
you off the soccer field and put you on the bench, turns everything around.’ 
(Pope Francis: Let us dream, p. 41-42). 

For Saint John of the Cross, loneliness became a source of spiritual creativity. After eight 

months of imprisonment by his own confreres because of his collaboration with Teresa of 

Avila to reform the Carmelite order, Saint John of the Cross produced the most sublime 

poetry. Through ‘In a dark night’ and other poems he expressed how his soul was enflamed 

by anxiety and love at the same time, having experienced enormous temptations, 

nightmares, emptiness and disappointment. Due to his faith this prison time became the 

most fruitful period of his life not only for himself, but also for so many Christians and 

literary scholars who have been able to enter into the depths of a soul contemplating how 

God works in people even when the material conditions are negative. 

Experiences in the Bible 

When we read the Bible, we find numerous expressions of loneliness. The most striking is 

the moment Jesus hangs on the cross. He is fulfilling the will of the Father. He feels so 

forsaken by his Father that he cries out: ‘My God, my God, why hast Thou forsaken me?’ (Mt. 

27,46). He also feels abandonment in the garden of Gethsemane, begging his Father for 

clarity about the suffering he knows is coming. He also felt abandoned by his most intimate 

friends as they had fallen asleep: ‘Simon, could you not one hour wake with me?’ (Mc. 14, 

37). 

Jesus, due to his extraordinary mission, was not understood by friends and enemies on 

many occasions. It is inherent to special situations, functions and responsibilities that one 

ultimately feels alone and not understood. 

It must have been a strong feeling for Joseph and Mary, to be different from other people in 

their civil context, as they carried a secret about which they could not communicate with 

anyone. Only they knew about the special vocation they had received from heaven. 

Saint Paul had been set apart when entering Damascus: his company saw the light, but did 

not hear the voice. He was entrusted with the same responsibility as the twelve apostles, yet 

he was not one of them. Moreover, though he was a Jew, he was not understood by the Jews, 

nor by the pagan communities to which he was sent. Especially within the community of the 

Galatians he felt alien (Gal 3, 1-5), as also with the twelve apostles themselves in Jerusalem 

(Acts 21, 15-26). 

In this way, Paul walks in the shoes of Jesus himself. We can indicate numerous moments in 

which Jesus clearly is misunderstood or voluntarily misinterpreted. Mark says that the two 
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brothers who asked him to be seated at his left and right in the Kingdom were rebuked: ‘you 

do not know what you are asking’ (Mc 10, 38). 

Even more important is the fact that Jesus, as well as Saint John The Baptist, went into 

voluntary solitude in the desert. Their mission would be so arduous and important that they 

needed a prolonged period of seclusion to become spiritually ready.1 It is interesting that 

Jesus was tempted by the devil in the desert; it seems the spiritual isolation during forty 

days had been necessary to confront the instigations of the devil. (Saint John of the Cross 

and other saints also had to endure temptations precisely when they were in seclusion). The 

separation from all concrete and practical concerns of life brings them to the deepest unity 

with the very essence of being created by God. This makes them at the same time deeply 

vulnerable and imbued with the strength they need to counteract the malicious enemy. 

In this pastoral activity, meeting with thousands of people on his way, Jesus felt the need to 

withdraw from the multitude and retire into the hills to be alone. The conversation with his 

Father in the loneliness of the separation formed a basic need for him. Before or after some 

significant interventions with the people, we read in the gospel that ‘He went on his own and 

retired to a lonely place’ (Mc. 6, 46). 

The same is true of Moses in the desert and his climbing of Mount Sinai. During forty years 

of wandering the desert, he and his people were ready to find the way to the promised land. 

Moses experienced total loneliness amid his people however when he was invited by Jhwh 

to climb the mountain alone: ‘Only you, Moses, may enter into the vicinity of Jhwh’ (Ex. 24, 

2). When he finally returned to the camp with the two tablets of the Covenant, he found his 

people loudly praying to a false god in the form of a golden snake. Moses was alone with God 

and forsaken by his people. From the moment he answered the call God gave him, he 

remained separate – excluded - from his people. 

Blessed Loneliness 

Considering these biblical stories, it is no surprise that in the history of the Church 

experiments in a freely chosen separation from society are not uncommon. Contemplative 

communities, inspired by saints such as Saint Bruno or Teresa of Avila and others, have 

become real hearths within the Church. Their life of complete silence and seclusion stands in 

paradox to the way they are spiritually present in the world. They are like the invisible fuel 

or electricity that allows a vehicle to move. Prime examples are the communities of the 

Carthusian monks and the sisters of the Monasterium of Bethlehem. 

The prophet Jeremiah said it was not possible to fulfill his job in the city, ‘because in the 

presence of people you cannot weep’. Psalm 137 laments the loneliness during the 

deportation of the people by the rivers of Babylon: ‘how can we sing a song to the Lord in a 

strange land?’ (Ps. 137, 2). 

This does not mean that the one living in the desert, especially if this is freely chosen in the 

case of a life in a contemplative cell, spends his or her life weeping and lamenting the loss of 

friends and material possessions. There is a clear distinction between ‘being left alone’ and 

‘choosing to be alone’. The prophet Hosea speaks highly about the invitation to the desert: ‘I 

will lead you into the desert and I will speak to your heart’ (Hos 2, 16) as an invitation to a 

 
1 See also Evangelii Gaudium 262, it is a custom in the Church that people entrusted with a 

new apostolic mission will go on a prolonged retreat to prepare themselves for the mission. 
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total unity with God. An isolation from the world can be the best condition to be open to 

God’s call. 

The life of a Carthusian monk or a sister in the Monasterium is not empty. They live a busy 

life in community as they embrace the whole world, interiorly, spiritually, with their whole 

heart and mind. Their life is based upon friendship, and friendship feeds trust, as they 

constantly listen to Jesus. They live in a desert, yes, confronted with the devil too, as God is 

at the same time close by and distant, but this is exactly the secret of them being separate 

and connected at the same time. They live in full union with the human community, as Jesus 

did from his presence in a small community, in which evil spirits constantly appeared 

around him. The most striking and special aspect of a solitary life – thanks to constant effort 

and exercise – is that the quiet which they imbue supports everything and is never 

extinguished by emptiness. They share the suffering of Christ in order to die with him in the 

conviction to live with him eternally. (Cf. Tim Peeters: ‘Gods eenzame zwijgers’ p. 67-70).  

Happy the ones who weep today 

Loneliness is a complex reality, just as the psychological and spiritual dimension of a human 

person is complex. If we contemplate the words in the Sermon on the Mount we read: 

‘happy are the ones who weep, as they will be consoled’ (Mt. 5,4). The certainty of this 

hopeful message is that the Kingdom is at hand, that real joy will come from the Messiah. 

This is the time to rejoice. 

The attitude of Caritas about the suffering of people who are living without prospects is: 

‘Turn despair into hope’. This is the real message when meeting with the desperate, 

refugees, the homeless, the sick and downtrodden. This requires a pastoral as well as a 

pedagogical approach, which allows us to share friendship with the needy and discover 

unknown dimensions in life. According to the pastoral way of the Church, we intend to 

accompany people on their way to human dignity. With fraternal love we walk along with 

them on their path through life. 

The greatest gift we can offer to the lonely is to put our time at their disposal. What we can 

learn from the monks, who have chosen to leave aside everything in order to be at the 

disposal of the Lord, is that we would be able to leave aside our personal concerns and share 

time with the lonely. They need a listening ear, and the sick or dying person needs a holding 

hand as a sign of security and love. Their story is important, while we are also ready to share 

our own fragility with them. Allowing people to share in the life of someone else is a 

valuable expression of trust. In this way, we allow people to rediscover their own human 

dignity. Shared friendship will lead to the understanding that there is a higher dimension in 

life. Among the poor of the poorest of all are the ones who do not know Christ, have no idea 

of the existence of God or a spiritual dimension. Therein lies our highest calling: to inspire 

people to overcome concrete loneliness and discover ways of appreciating the gifts God has 

given to every human person. 

Moments of silence and interiority dealt us will offer the way out of despair to discover the 

beauty of human relationships. 

Then hope is born. 

 

+ Luc Van Looy 


