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A resource to spark biblically-centered conversations with your kids

about the issues they face in today’s youth culture.

NEVER ALONE, ALWAYS LONELY:
BREAKING THE CYCLE OF MEDIATED CONNECTION

BY: Josh Good, CPYU Research Fellow and Ministry Director, Christian
Endeavor USA, Gilbertsville, PA

The majority of teens today are never alone. Their phone buzzes with notifications at dinner. They
scroll TikTok while doing homework. They text friends as they fall asleep, keeping the conversation
going until the last possible moment before unconsciousness. They wake up to streaks that must be
maintained, DMs that need responses, and a feed that refreshed overnight with hundreds of new posts.
They are constantly connected, perpetually engaged, always “with” someone—even if that someone is an
Al chatbot, an ASMR content creator they've never met, or a parasocial relationship with an influencer
who doesn’t know they exist. Yet despite this constant connection, today’s teenagers report levels

of loneliness unprecedented in modern history. How can the most connected generation ever be the
loneliest? The answer lies in understanding what we might call “mediated connection”—relationships
filtered through screens, algorithms, and digital interfaces that promise relationship, but often deliver
only its shadow.

What is Happening?

e Our teens have grown up never knowing true solitude. From early childhood,
screens have mediated their experience of being alone—boring car rides become
YouTube videos, quiet evenings become Netflix binges, moments of stillness become
opportunities to scroll. Technology companies have engineered platforms to be
irresistible, exploiting psychological vulnerabilities to keep users perpetually
engaged. The result is a generation that has never developed the capacity to simply

w U R L D be—to sit with their thoughts, experience boredom, or rest in unstimulated

presence.

¢ The cultural message is clear: being alone is dangerous, boring, or indicative
of social failure. Many teens fear solitude and fill every moment with digital
stimulation. But here’s the cruel irony—this constant mediated connection
prevents the authentic relationships they crave. Teens text friends while sitting
in the same room rather than making eye contact. They share curated highlights
on social media while hiding authentic struggles. They fall asleep to ASMR videos
or ongoing text conversations because silence feels unbearable. They chat with
Al companions on Character.ai, creating the illusion of relationship without
vulnerability. Real intimacy requires presence, vulnerability, and comfort in your
own skin. When every uncomfortable feeling triggers a reach for the phone, teens
never develop these foundational capacities.

¢ Social media promises connection but delivers comparison. Texting promises
intimacy but delivers fragmented attention. Al chatbots promise companionship
but deliver simulation without substance. The dopamine-driven scroll becomes
addictive, yet leaves teens feeling emptier. The overstimulation becomes
avoidance—they’re distracted from their loneliness, but the distraction
perpetuates it.
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What Does God’s Word Say?

Scripture offers a radically different vision—one where solitude and
connection aren’t opposites but interdependent rhythms essential to human
flourishing.

Consider Jesus’s pattern throughout the Gospels. Mark 1:35 tells us, “Rising
very early in the morning, while it was still dark, he departed and went out to

a desolate place, and there he prayed.” Luke 5:16 notes, “He would withdraw to
desolate places and pray.” Before major decisions, before intense ministry, after
draining encounters—]Jesus withdrew to be alone with the Father. Yet He also
lived in deep community, engaging authentically, sharing meals, investing in real
relationships.

This rhythm isn’t incidental; it’s foundational. Authentic connection with
others flows from secure connection with God, which requires unhurried,
unstimulated presence that solitude provides. We cannot give what we haven'’t
received.

The concept of Sabbath reinforces this. God commanded genuine rest—not
productivity, entertainment, or distraction. Exodus 20:8-10 commands, “Remember
the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days you shall labor, and do all your work,

but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God.” Sabbath creates space

to remember who God is, who we are, and what matters. It interrupts constant
stimulation.

Psalm 46:10 instructs, “Be still, and know that I am God.” The Hebrew word
for “be still” (raphah) means to let go, to cease striving. How can our teens be still
when perpetually stimulated? How can they know God when every quiet moment
gets filled with digital noise?

Jesus declared, "I came that they may have life and have it abundantly”
(John 10:10). Abundant life—the fullness, wholeness, joy God desires—isn’t found
in constant stimulation. It’s found in authentic relationship with God and genuine
community. Mediated connection offers a counterfeit that’s easier to access, less
vulnerable, more controllable—and ultimately far less satisfying.

Here’s the biblical truth our teens need: Being alone with God isn’t isolation; it’s
intimacy. Solitude isn’t loneliness; it’s the foundation for authentic connection. Rest
isn’t laziness; it’s obedience to God’s design for human flourishing.
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Conversation Starters and Questions:

So how do we help our teenagers break the cycle of mediated connection and
experience the abundant life Jesus promises?

Understand Mediated Connection - First, define what we're dealing with. Mediated
connection is relationship filtered through digital interfaces—texting instead of
talking, scrolling instead of gathering, Al chatbots instead of authentic friendship.

These technologies aren’t inherently evil, but they promise deep connection without
W A L K the ability to truly deliver on this promise. Help your teen recognize the difference:
real connection requires presence, full attention, vulnerability. Mediated connection
can supplement authentic relationships but cannot replace them.

Create Rhythms of Solitude - Our teens need help developing capacity for unstimulated presence. Start small:

¢ Phone-Free Mornings: Encourage 15-30 minutes of morning solitude before checking phones—praying,
journaling, sitting quietly.

¢ Tech-Free Meals: Make family meals phone-free zones. Use this time for conversation, eye contact, and presence.

e Bedtime Boundaries: Establish phone-free wind-down routines. Devices charge outside bedrooms an hour
before sleep. Replace texting-to-fall-asleep with reading, prayer, or silence.

e Sabbath Practices: Introduce weekly Sabbath rhythms where your family rests from productivity and digital
consumption—device-free afternoons, days without social media, hours of unhurried presence together.

Model Healthy Solitude - Your teens are watching. If you reach for your phone during every quiet moment,
they’ll learn solitude must be filled. Model comfort with silence, enjoyment of solitude, unstimulated activities.
Share your own struggles with digital distraction. Let them see you practice Sabbath and choose presence over
perpetual stimulation.

Facilitate Authentic Connection - Help teens build real friendships: host face-to-face gatherings, encourage in-person
activities (sports, theater, service projects), teach conversation skills, create family traditions prioritizing togetherness.

Address the Loneliness Directly - Have honest conversations: “Do you ever feel lonely even when constantly
connected online?” Validate this experience. Help them see the solution isn’t more mediated connection but
authentic presence—with God, family, real friends. Teach them that intentional isolation can drive us toward God
and genuine community.

Questions to Discuss:

1. “When was the last time you spent significant time completely alone—no phone, no earbuds, no screen? How
did it feel?”

2. “How much of your closest friendships happen face-to-face versus through screens? Do you really know these
people—their struggles, joys, authentic selves?”

3. “What would it look like for our family to practice Sabbath together? What would we do instead? What might we gain?”
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Breaking this cycle of mediated connection isn’t
about demonizing technology. It’s about helping
teens use technology as a tool rather than letting

it use them. Your teen needs what humans have
that I am God.” always needed: to know God, to be known by others,
and to develop the capacity for presence that makes
both possible.
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