
 
 

The Loneliness Epidemic 
Discussion Guide 

 
 
 

Thank you for taking time to read The Loneliness Epidemic, by Thomas Parkinson. Whether you have 
already finished reading, or you are just getting started, a great way to enhance your experience of 
the book is to discuss it with a small group. This discussion guide provides questions for each 
chapter to help facilitate conversation. Whether you use it with a church-based Bible study or small 
group, or with a small gathering of friends over coffee, the hope is that by discussing the content of 
the book with others, you can experience the lasting value of community, as expressed in the book. 
 
Page references throughout the guide refer to the paperback edition. 
 

Introduction 
 

1) How has the religiosity of American culture changed during your lifetime? Do you see 
evidence of a culture that believes less in God than it once did? What are the consequences 
of secularization? 
 

2) Parkinson writes, “The rampant individualism of today’s world means that many of our 
neighborhoods are not really communities. We live in the same neighborhood, but we are all 
doing our own thing” (p. 6). Do you agree with this statement? Do you see fewer 
community relationships than you once did? 
 

3) Parkinson observes how the church has moved from being central to American life to being 
marginalized. How has the role of the church in America changed in your lifetime? How has 
the church shaped your life (for good or for ill)? 
 

4) Parkinson claims that secularization, individualism, and the decline of the church have 
combined to create a loneliness epidemic in America. What is loneliness? Do you feel there 
are lots of lonely people out there? What causes loneliness? 
 

5) What do you hope to learn from this book? What intrigues you about it? What questions or 
concerns does it raise for you?  

 

Chapter 1 – The Remedy for Loneliness 
 

1) When have you felt lonely? What feelings accompanied your loneliness and what did you do 
to work through it? 
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2) Parkinson defines loneliness as a “deficiency in our relationships” and argues that American 
culture, with its focus on individualism, is a breeding ground for loneliness. Do you agree? 
Does American culture struggle with relationships? If so, why? Do you agree that loneliness 
is an epidemic pervading American culture? 
 

3) Parkinson calls loneliness “social pain” comparable to physical pain (p. 21). What do you 
think of this comparison? In what ways (if any) can the social pain of loneliness be a good 
thing?  
 

4) Parkinson writes, “A culture that has less connection with God will be comprised of people 
who have less connection with each other” (p. 23). How is your relationship with God (or 
lack thereof) connected to your relationship with others? Do you think secularization plays a 
role in the loneliness experienced in America today? 
 

5) The formation of Roots of Faith in Sharpsburg, PA is lifted up as an example of how the 
church is uniquely positioned to remedy the loneliness experienced by many in American 
culture. In your experience, how has the church played a role in helping you form healthy 
relationships (if at all)? What should churches be doing to respond to loneliness in their 
respective communities?    

 

Chapter 2 – Relationships 
 

1) Do you find it difficult to ask other people for help? If so, why? 
 

2) Parkinson argues that our culture’s value of independence can lead us to miss out on 
“healthy dependence” (p. 30). In what ways is it healthy to be dependent on other people? 
When does that dependence cross the line and become unhealthy? 
 

3) Parkinson writes, “My own aversion to asking others for help is evidence of self-deception, 
for all that I am and all that I have is a result of my dependence on God and others. I am far 
from a self-made man” (p. 31). What do you think of this statement? Who are the people in 
your life that have most helped make you who you are today? 
 

4) What lessons does the story of Naomi and Ruth teach us about healthy relationships? About 
loneliness? About the need for healthy dependence on others? 
 

5) Parkinson asserts that our culture’s focus on self-reliance and independence can cause us to 
face life’s most difficult moments alone (p. 35). Do you agree? How can the church solve 
this problem?  

 

Chapter 3 – Covenant 
 

1) What do you think about the atheist church, called “Sunday Assembly” (pp. 40-41)? Why do 
you think it has become so popular? 
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2) Parkinson argues that human beings cannot be good without God and that without looking 
to God for moral guidance, no human community can flourish. Do you agree? Can there be 
a good society that has no belief in God? 
 

3) Parkinson writes that the purpose of Christian community (the church) is not to promote a 
religion but to “facilitate a relationship with God” (p. 46). What does it mean to have a 
personal relationship with God? How is this different from typical understandings of 
religion? What does a relationship with God look like, from a practical standpoint? 
 

4) “For all of human history, our relationship with God was based on fear, but now, because of 
Jesus, we have full access to God” (p. 50). What is the significance of this statement? How 
does having access to God change the way we view ourselves, others, and our world? 
 

5) The vision statement of Dutilh Church is to form a “community where everyone is known 
by name, loved for who they are, and empowered to follow Jesus” (p. 52). What is your 
church’s vision statement? What does it mean to you? How does it cure loneliness? 

 

Chapter 4 – Love 
 

1) Think of an experience when you felt loved. What are the attributes of true love? What 
feelings accompanied that love? 
 

2) Parkinson confronts the hedonistic form of love that dominates our culture today (pp. 56-
57). What is hedonism? How does it shape the way our culture views love? Why do you 
think so many people operate out of this view of love? 
 

3) A distinctive claim of Christianity is that “God is love.” Based on what the Bible says about 
who God is, what is love? How does this definition of love counter the hedonistic view? 
 

4) Father Michael Himes says that love gives “intensity of attention” to the beloved. What does 
this statement mean to you? How is paying attention to the details of someone’s life an act 
of love? How can this kind of love cure loneliness? 
 

5) Parkinson writes, “If loneliness is the deficiency in relationships in which we feel unknown, 
unvalued, and misunderstood, then the cure for loneliness is love” (p. 60). What do you 
think of this statement? How can the church better embody the love of God in today’s 
lonely world? What actions can we take to show love in a lonely world? 

 

Chapter 5 – Unity in a Fractured World 
 

1) Do you feel that American culture has become more divided in your lifetime? What are the 
causes of the division? Why haven’t we been able to fix it? 
 

2) What are some of your favorite memories of witnessing a baptism or sharing holy 
communion? How have these sacraments been a means of grace in your life? How might 
their meaning help us bridge the things that divide us? 
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3) Parkinson observes that the world tends to define people by their circumstances (money, 
education, fame, etc.) while God defines us as God’s children through baptism (p. 72). Why 
is this an important distinction to make? How does understanding our identity as God’s 
children have the potential to heal the divisions in our culture? 
 

4) What is the significance of having an “open table” at holy communion (p. 74)? How does 
welcoming everyone to the Lord’s Table help us overcome division? 
 

5) Have you ever heard the phrase “sacramental imagination” (p. 77)? What does it mean? How 
can the church’s practice of the sacraments help cure loneliness? 

 

Chapter 6 – The Power of Personal Stories 
 

1) Parkinson confronts the problem of “social labeling” (p. 79). What is social labeling? Do you 
see evidence of it being used in our world today? How does it contribute to the loneliness 
epidemic? 
 

2) Parkinson writes, “We do harm to each other when we assume we know each other before 
we have taken time to listen to one another’s stories” (p. 84). Can you think of time when 
you judged someone and then heard their story and realized how much you didn’t know 
about them? Why is it so easy for us to label people? 
 

3) What do the stories of Jesus listening to personal stories in Luke 7 teach us? How do these 
scriptures guide us in how we should relate to people who are different than us? 
 

4) Parkinson writes, “We never define somebody by the worst thing they have ever done. 
Instead, in love, we invite each person to share their story, and invite them to see how God’s 
story can weave with their story to make a beautiful tapestry of redemption and wholeness” 
(p. 89). How can you empower others to share their story? How do you avoid the trap of 
labeling someone based on their worst moment? 
 

5) Looking back on your life, where do you see God’s story intermingling with your story? 
What has been God’s role in shaping, directing, and guiding your life? 

 

Chapter 7 – Godly Friendships 
 

1) What are the characteristics of a good friend? What is the most meaningful friendship you 
have ever had? Why is it meaningful? 
 

2) Parkinson writes, “The unique blend of cultural circumstances that make up life in 21st 
century America mean that it is especially difficult to make friends here” (p. 96). Do you 
agree that it is hard to make friendships? Why do so many people struggle to make friends? 
In what ways does our culture make friendship difficult? 
 

3) Parkinson identifies the risks and vulnerabilities that accompany friendship. Why is 
friendship risky? Have you ever been burned by a friendship gone awry? How has that 
experience shaped your life? 
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4) Read the five characteristics of godly friends (pp. 99-102). Are there other characteristics you 

think are necessary for a godly friend? Have you ever embodied these characteristics in your 
own friendships? How could aspiring to these characteristics help your current friendships? 
 

5) What role does the church play in creating healthy friendships? How does your church (if 
you are part of one) promote healthy friendships? What could it do better?  

 

Chapter 8 – Forgiveness and Reconciliation 
 

1) What do you think of the story of Brandt Jean offering forgiveness to his brother’s killer (pp. 
105-106)? Why is forgiveness so shocking in a case like this? What can we learn from this 
story? 
 

2) Parkinson writes, “The loneliness that is so prevalent in our culture is further perpetuated 
when there is no mechanism whereby we can heal and move forward from broken 
relationships” (p. 109). Why does our culture struggle with forgiveness? How does 
unresolved hurt and anger lead to isolation and loneliness? 
 

3) What does the parable of the prodigal (discussed on pp. 110-112) teach us about 
forgiveness? Why do we often default to believing God is angry with us? What can we learn 
from the younger son’s acceptance? 
 

4) What is the difference between forgiveness and reconciliation? Why is this distinction 
important? How do you know whether a relationship needs to be healed, or whether you can 
just let it go? 
 

5) How can the church help people find forgiveness and healing in their relationships? 
 

Chapter 9 – Gratitude and Generosity 
 

1) Do you consider ours to be a grateful and generous society? Why or why not? 
 

2) Why would this topic be the closing chapter of the book? What do gratitude and generosity 
have to do with curing loneliness? 
 

3) Parkinson identifies a mindset of scarcity and self-reliance as primary barriers to gratitude in 
our society (pp. 125-126). Where do you see these mindsets at work in our culture and in 
your own life? How can we break these mindsets? 
 

4) Parkinson exhorts us to “count your blessings” (p. 128). What is a blessing? What are some 
ways we can count them? 
 

5) What is the greatest act of generosity you have ever witnessed? How does it inspire you? 
What are some ways that you can cultivate generosity in your own life?  
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Conclusion   

 
1) What are your top three takeaways from reading this book? 

 
2) Review the list of “practical steps” you can take to combat loneliness in your life (pp. 133-

136). Which of these steps are you already doing? Which are the most challenging? Are there 
other steps you would add to the list to help cure loneliness? 
 

3) Pick one of the ten steps and make a plan to start working on it right away. Who will you tell 
about your intention to do it so they can journey with you and hold you accountable? How 
do you hope your life will be better if you implement this particular step?  

 


