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Crystal Keating:

I'm Crystal Keating and this is the Joni and Friends Ministry Podcast. Each week we're bringing
youreal conversations about disability and finding hope through hardship and sharing practical
ways that you can include people living with disability in your church and community. Be sure to
subscribe wherever you listen to podcasts or find us at joniandfriends.org/podcast.

Today, I'm joined by my friend once again, Jenny Hill, who's an author and speaker, holds her
doctorate in education and lives with cerebral palsy. Welcome back to the podcast, Jenny.

Jenny Hill:
Thanks, Crystal.

Crystal Keating:

Well, it's good to have you, but we are discussing a rather heavy topictoday, but one that needs
to be talked about and that is the subject of loneliness. I'm so thankful to have a real friendship
with you and one that we have talked outside of our recorded conversations, just about being
women who are not married, women who don't have children. And add COVID onto that and
some of the loneliness that we've both experienced and just finding our hope and our anchorin
Christ. So I think this is going to be a conversation that resonates with many, but hopefully
encourages many too. As you call it, flipping the script on not just being known, but who needs
to be known and looking outside of ourselves.

Jenny, in a blog post many years ago, you wrote something that surprised me. Youwrote, "My
single girlfriends are bending the ear of heaven asking for a mate. My married ones are praying
forbabies. I have a hard time even pretending in the presence of the Almighty that these are my
deepest desires. I'd like to become a speaker. I want to teach people to see each other." Soin
light of our current topic of loneliness, what did you mean by this?

Jenny Hill:

I first want to preface that I wrote thatblog postin 2015. We're nowrecordingin 2021. And I
don't think I'd mind a mate. I'm just going to put it out there.

Crystal Keating:
Okay.

Jenny Hill:
But...
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Crystal Keating:
This is real talk.

Jenny Hill:

It is real talk. But I really do enjoy speaking. And as I think over the last season of COVID, if I
were to name some things that I feelloss about, was actually the loss of being able to speak
publicly. I think I had about five things lined up before March 2020. I was going to be part of a
TEDxevent. I was going to fly to a conference and speak about my dissertationresearch. Iwas
going to speak at a church. And then it all stopped. I think some of those opportunities are now
passed.

Crystal Keating;:
Well, that's disappointing.

Jenny Hill:

It is. And it was helpful for me to talk to other people who are in academia, who also just named
that as loss. Like these are the things that have happened. What'sinteresting though is the
opportunities to speak online have kind of increased.

Crystal Keating:
Certainly.

Jenny Hill:

TED-Ed got ahold of one of my talks and put it ontheir YouTube channel. I'm talking with you
today. SoI think there's different avenues, but it's certainly changed. But what I was really
getting at though in that blog postis I really care about how people see each other. And I think
that that desire has grown out of being stared at in public and wishing that people would see
more than just my body and how I move for a second, but actually take the time to get to know
me as a whole person.

I have reflected a lot on this idea of when we go into a public space usually, we, by human
nature, often scan the room and we're wondering who do I knowin this room? Because you
want to go engage in that conversation with that person.

Crystal Keating:
Right.

Jenny Hill:

But what if we changed that, and instead of going into a room and immediately scanning it, who
do I know? But actually look around and ask yourself, who needs to be known? Who is not being
included here? Who is sitting in the corner, playing a game on their phone because they don't
knowhow to connect and so that's how they're hiding? How might we connect with those
people?
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Crystal Keating:
That is hard to do when you, yourself, are feelinglonely or new. How do youdo that?

Jenny Hill:

Well, here's what I've found, Crystal. Now, I am introverted, but I find new people fascinating. I
think they have storiesto share and life experiencesthat we don't yet knowabout. And I guess I
see it as an opportunity to learn something new. And sometimesI find that more refreshing even
than catching up with somebody I've known for a while.

Crystal Keating:
That'sa great perspective.

Jenny Hill:

The other thing as it relates to disability, this is really challenging and I don't actually have
answers about how to do this, but maybe to bring awareness. It's pretty common in social
settings to have perhapsfood out on the table, but then people are kind of standing and milling
about, and they're kind of popping from conversation to conversation, right? Maybe you have a
small plate, so you're filling it up periodically. That is a very uncomfortable scenario for me. I
can't stand verylong without leaning against something.

It takes a lot of energy and balance to do that. And thenI'm spending my mental energy on
being balanced. And now you're going to put a plate of food in my hand. And even worse, a
beverage usually without a lid. Buy lids for your coffee, y'all. Your disability community will
thank you. And then I find it very hard to socialize. And then sometimes I'll start looking for a
chair to sit down, but that's kind of outside of the people milling around and talking. And so
suddenly you're alone and people don't really realize it. And I don't necessarily expect them to
stop doing the activity to come find me. But I think those experiences have also spurred me on
tojust be a little bit more aware that people have different needs.

Crystal Keating:

Yeah. So being very mindful when you'rein a group like that, to be noticing and sensing, this
might be a challenge for someone, or I can be helpfulin this way.

Jenny Hill:

Yes, exactly. And so I think that's what's motivated me to want to do some self-reflection around
how I view other people, but also how I behave when I'm with other people. And again, that's
where if you have a relationship with somebody with a disability and you've had multiple
interactions with each other, I think you start to understand some of these idiosyncrasies about
people. And yourealize, my friend's going to need a chair. And they may never tell you that, but
you know because you've been with them enough times.

Crystal Keating:

Well, and we talked about lonelinessisn't necessarily just being alone. It's being with a group
and not necessarily feeling understood or known. Spending regular time with people and
knowing them, I think really is comforting to meet those needs and anticipate the needs. Okay.
So for those of us who may have been in long seasons of isolation, not just loneliness, but
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physical isolation. And not just COVID, but long seasons of loneliness because of singleness or
divorce, losing a loved one, the ache can go so deep. And I don't knowabout you, but it's a grief
that can really weigh me down. And it leads me... It really impacts me spiritually. It leads me to
ask many questions of the Lord. And to be puzzled over his providence in my life. And
furthermore, right now, evenit turns the focus on me rather than who I could reach outto and
bless, which is, I think the antidote to sometimes what I'm feeling. This is really personal, but
have you had long seasons of loneliness? And if so, how did you manage them?

Jenny Hill:

Crystal, by God's providence I guess I had this experience yesterday. So I feel like a lot of these
feelings are very accessible. I want to clarify or put an exclamation point on something you just
said. In my experience, there is a difference between isolation and loneliness. To me, I feel like
isolationis when you're actually physically separate from everybody else. And I think so many of
us have experienced that during COVID-19. You may be the only human you saw today. Or you
waved at your neighbors froma distance, that's isolation. But loneliness, I think can be most felt
sometimes when you're with other people. Because I think loneliness or at least how I've
experienced it lately is that inability to be able to relate to that other person. And an awareness
that you're not having that shared experience and that can be painful and even feel like grief.

That is very, veryreal. So I think you're asking how I've dealt with that. A fewthings. One, we
live in a very interesting time in which we have access to a lot of media and lately some talks by
Elisabeth Elliot...

Crystal Keating:
Yes.

Jenny Hill:

...have come across my YouTube feed. Elisabeth Elliot is no longer with us. She died in 2015. But
the Elisabeth Elliot Foundation was actually just established a year ago. So there's now many of
her sermons on YouTube and some podcasts recordings. And for the listeners that don't know,
she actually lost two different husbands. One to being speared to death on the mission field.
Anotherto cancer. And then remained married to her third husband until she died. But she's
definitely experienced alot of loneliness. And she knows and speaks of Joni Eareckson. She
refersto her as Joni Earecksonin some of her talks. So I recommend looking her up.

But she did a sermon called "We're Lonely Because We're Human." And I thought, wow, I want
tolisten to that for multiple reasons. One, no one ever preaches on this.

Crystal Keating:
Yeah.

Jenny Hill:

And two, I think you're right, this is a human emotion. I think there's a temptation to think that
only I experience loneliness or only people with disabilities experience loneliness. I think we
experience higher levels of loneliness, but it is in fact, a human emotion that we all experience.
And her encouragement in that talk is to remember that God promisesto be with us.
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Crystal Keating:

Amen. That is so true. And kind of what comes to mind is that hymn, "Oh, what a friend we have
inJesus."

Jenny Hill:
Yes. Yes.

Crystal Keating;:

And thatis so true. And maybe one of the reasonslonelinessisn't talked about oftenis because
perhaps there's this sense of, well, if you have Jesus, then you're not supposed to be lonely. But I
love what Dane Ortlund says in his book, Gentle and Lowly. "It would be cruel to suggest that
human friendship is irrelevant once one has beenbefriended by Christ. God has made us for
fellowship, for union of heart, with other people. Everyone getslonely—including introverts. But
Christ’s heart for us means that he will be our never-failing friend no matter what friends we do
or do not enjoy on earth. He offers us friendship that gets underneath the pain of our loneliness.
He offers us friendship that gets underneath the pain of our loneliness. While that pain doesnot
go away, its sting is made fully bearable by the far deeper friendship of Jesus."

Jenny Hill:
Wow. Thatis well said.

Crystal Keating:

Yeah. And I take great comfort inthat. And you talk about Elisabeth Elliot. It's like, I can listen
to her talk about loneliness because she's experienced great loss.

Jenny Hill:

Yes. As I age there'sa lot of wisdom in listening to people who have walked with the Lord for a
few decadeslonger than I have, or are in heaven, because they not only are hoping that God is
walking with them, they've experienced it time and time again.

Crystal Keating;:

One of the things about lonelinessis thatit's really created in me a deep awareness for the
greater church, especially for shut-ins. I think we've talked about this, but who are shut-ins? It's
often people who are elderly or families affected by disability who aren't able to participatein a
Sunday morning or Saturday night worship like they often wish. And so how do we bring
fellowship and friendship and church to thosein their home? That's entirely possible, especially
as we move out of COVID restrictions.

Jenny Hill:

Yeah. I think the streaming church service is actually perhaps a trend that will keep, because
now people who weren't able to go to church can get it in their home, which I think is fabulous.
I've keptin contact with people through Zoom and FaceTime and the Marco Polo app, where
you can leave video messages. But right, as the COVID restrictions decrease, I hope we can
actually visit people in the flesh. I think there's somebody who tweeted or mentioned about your
Joni and Friends Family Retreats. Theysaid, "Not only do I remember that I'm loved by God,
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but I'm also loved by God's people." And I think that's the gift of Sunday morning. We can
remember, but that both are true.

Crystal Keating:

Well, we all want to be known, but as we've talked about in many conversations on our podcast,
living with a disability can create barriers to building social connections. Jenny, as we close our
time together, do you have a practical encouragement or advice for building meaningful
relationships and combating loneliness?

Jenny Hill:

Yes. I think first of all, it is okay to say it out loud. I think I can meet a lot of my needs. I can pay
the mortgage; I can cook a meal for myself. And by its very design, I cannot meet my own
relational needs because relationships require more than one person. And I think it's okay to say
it outloud to yourself, to God, to trusted few that you are actually experiencing this. Because it
may evoke feelings of pain, grief, embarrassment, loss, hopelessness, because you're not sure
how to solve this problem. All of the above. I think God can bring comfort and I think family and
friends might have some solutions for you, including their own fellowship. Secondly, I think, I've
been musing on this, but I think one of the purposes of hunger is so that we actually go seek out
a nourishing meal.

And I wonder if loneliness works the same ways, if it's really a hunger to be with people and have
this deep fellowship. So just like I pay attention to hunger, I think it's wise to pay attentionto
loneliness. And yesterday I felt lonely, for example, and my neighbor ended up coming and
talking to me just outside for a while. And I realized, wow, I really needed that. I needed another
human to come alongside me and just talk to me. So in those moments, when yourealize I'm
lonely, just like yourealize I'm hungry, I think there's an invitation to do something about it. I
think right now there may be some restrictions and where people don't feel safe with human
interactions. So then I think maybe we do need to look at FaceTime and Zoom and those things.
But I think it can be as simple as getting out of your house and goingto the grocerystore or
talking to a neighbor or inviting somebody over or calling them on the phone.

I think that's really helpful. I also think there's probably some wisdomin doing healthy things
foryourself, like going for a walk and eating nutritiously and not just grabbingjunk food and
saying, "I don't feel very good right now, so I'm just going to eat whatever I want because that's
going to feel good." And finally, I have a friend that I said to her, I said, "The next time I call you,
I want you to lovingly ask me, did you go to the throne before goingto the phone?" We do need
peoplein ourlives, butI think we need to have also an ongoing dialogue with God about this. I
was in a situation recently where I realized everybody around me was in a very different life
phase than I was. And just in that moment, people around me didn't know this, but I just began
to pray to God. Lord, help me to be grateful and happy for what you've given these other people
that I don't have. And to enjoy this moment with them.

Crystal Keating:

That's a humble prayer. And God loves to answer prayers like that. Jenny, it's always a joyand a
blessing to speak with you. Thanks so much for coming on the podcast with us today.

Jenny Hill:

Thank you.
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Crystal Keating:

Thank you for listening today. If you've been inspired, please send me a message, or leave a five-
star reviewon your favorite app. That's a great way to help other people find encouragement
fromthese conversations. And to get our next episode automatically, subscribe wherever you
listen to podcasts. I'm Crystal Keating and thank you for listening to the Joni and Friends
Ministry Podcast.

© Joni and Friends
Listen to the episode
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