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Loneliness Is a Killer

Long before I experienced profound loneliness myself, [ knew the research. As a
psychologist, I had read the studies, followed the literature, and taught many of these
concepts to others. Researchers such as John Cacioppo helped establish something that
many people intuitively know but often underestimate: loneliness is not merely
uncomfortable. It can be dangerous. Human beings are wired for connection, and when
those connections are broken, the consequences ripple through the brain, the body, and the
heart itself.

The research is sobering. Chronic loneliness has been associated with increased risks for
depression, cardiovascular disease, cognitive decline, immune dysfunction, and premature
mortality. We often talk about obesity, alcohol abuse, smoking, and environmental toxins,
yet loneliness belongs in that same conversation. It is not simply a feeling. It is a condition
that affects the entire person.

[ was also fascinated by research on grief itself. Mary-Frances O'Connor's work on the
grieving brain helped explain why loss can feel so disorienting. The brain develops an
internal map of the people we love. When someone dies, part of us knows they are gone,
yet another part continues expecting their presence. We reach for the phone. We think of
sharing a joke. We expect a response that never comes. The brain and the heart do not
always update at the same speed.
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Then there is the remarkable phenomenon known as Takotsubo cardiomyopathy, often
called Broken Heart Syndrome. The name sounds poetic until you realize it is a genuine
medical condition. Sometimes emotional loss affects the heart itself. The body knows grief.
The nervous system knows grief. The heart knows grief. Long before neuroscience
confirmed it, human beings understood this truth intuitively.

For years [ understood all of this intellectually. I knew the theories. [ knew the science. I
knew the research. What I did not know was the pain. Then my identical twin brother
Gregg died, and suddenly the research was no longer about journal articles or professional
discussions. It was about me.

My Identical Twin Brother

People often ask what it is like to have an identical twin. [ have never found an easy answer.
The relationship is difficult to describe because it is unlike any other relationship in life. An
identical twin is not simply a sibling. He is not merely a friend. He is not merely a
companion. Over the course of a lifetime, the relationship becomes something unique.

Gregg and I entered the world together and spent sixty-eight years walking through life
side by side. We shared memories that nobody else possessed. We shared family stories,
victories, disappointments, dreams, fears, and thousands upon thousands of conversations.
We talked almost every day and often several times a day. We could begin a conversation
on Monday and continue it on Thursday as though only minutes had passed. We carried
stories forward. We carried ideas forward. We carried jokes forward.

One of the gifts of having an identical twin is that you never have to explain your history.
Gregg already knew it. He remembered the same childhood events, the same family
gatherings, the same triumphs, and the same disappointments. He knew the people. He
knew the context. He knew the story. There was an ease to the relationship that is difficult
to explain because it was built upon sixty-eight years of shared experience.

As Ilook back now, I realize that Gregg helped carry my history. He remembered things I
had forgotten. I remembered things he had forgotten. Together we carried a lifetime. There
is a sense in which where my story ended, his began, and where his story ended, mine
continued. We were separate men, certainly, yet our lives were deeply intertwined.

That is why his death felt so different. I did not simply lose a brother. I lost my identical
twin brother. I lost the one person on earth who had walked every chapter of the journey
with me from the very beginning.

When the Conversation Ended

The hardest part of grief has not been a single moment. It has been the accumulation of
thousands of moments.
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There are still days when I encounter an article and immediately think, “Gregg would love
this.” There are still times when I hear a joke and instinctively want to call him. There are
memories that surface unexpectedly and stories that beg to be shared. For a brief instant,
my mind follows a path that it traveled for sixty-eight years.

Then reality returns.
Gregg is gone.
That realization still hurts.

The world often imagines grief as something dramatic and visible. Sometimes it is. More
often it is quiet. It appears in ordinary moments. It appears in the spaces between
activities. It appears when a thought has nowhere to go. [t appears when a conversation
that lasted a lifetime suddenly has no earthly continuation.

Perhaps that is what | miss most. [ miss the conversation. I miss the ongoing exchange of
ideas, stories, observations, memories, and laughter. [ miss knowing that there was always
someone on the other end of the phone who understood my history without explanation. I
miss the easy familiarity that only sixty-eight years can create.

Words fail me on how much I miss Gregg. There remains an ache and an emptiness that
words cannot adequately describe. As a psychologist, [ believe deeply in language, yet some
experiences exist beyond language. Words can point toward this ache, but they cannot fully
contain it.

Loneliness in the Presence of Love

One of the most surprising lessons of grief has been discovering that loneliness can exist in
the presence of love. | have a wonderful wife. I have children whom I love deeply. [ have
dear friends, colleagues, patients, and brothers and sisters in Christ who have surrounded
me with kindness and support. I am blessed beyond measure.

Yet [ remain lonely for Gregg.

That distinction matters. Loneliness is not always the absence of people. Sometimes it is the
absence of one particular person. The human heart knows the difference.

For a season after Gregg's death, I found myself reaching toward others in ways that,
looking back, were probably attempts to fill a space that nobody else could fill. The problem
was never that people failed me. The problem was that I was asking them to satisfy a
longing that belonged to my brother. No human being can replace an identical twin. No
human being should have to.

Accepting that reality was painful, but it was also freeing. It allowed me to appreciate the
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people in my life for who they are rather than asking them to become someone they could
never be. The loneliness remained, but my understanding of it changed.

The Dark Night of the Soul

There have been moments during the past two and a half years that I can only describe as a
dark night of the soul. Not a loss of faith. Not despair. Something deeper and more
mysterious. A profound encounter with sorrow.

Modern culture often seems uncomfortable with grief. We want timelines, categories,
diagnoses, and neat explanations. We want to know how long a person should grieve
before it becomes something else. Yet love does not operate according to a calendar.
Attachment does not follow a schedule. The loss of an identical twin brother is not
something that can be measured against an arbitrary timeline and declared resolved.

The pain has changed over time, but it has not disappeared. Nor do I expect it to. Some
relationships leave fingerprints upon the soul that remain for a lifetime. I believe Gregg's is
one of those relationships.

Rather than viewing that as pathology, I increasingly see it as testimony. The depth of the
grief reflects the depth of the love. The ache remains because the relationship mattered.

Christ in the Ache

My faith has become central to this journey. One of the greatest misconceptions about faith
is the belief that faith removes suffering. That has not been my experience. Christ has not
erased the ache. He has not eliminated the loneliness. He has not removed the longing I still
feel for my brother.

What He has done is meet me within it.

There have been moments when prayer felt less like a spiritual discipline and more like
survival. There have been moments when [ sat quietly with grief and discovered that Christ
was already there. Not always with answers. Not always with relief. But with presence.

That distinction matters. There is a profound difference between suffering alone and
suffering with God. The loneliness remains, but I no longer carry it by myself. The grief
remains, but it is accompanied by grace. The ache remains, but so does hope.

In many ways, Christ has taught me that sorrow and gratitude can coexist. Pain and faith

can coexist. Missing Gregg and trusting God can coexist. Human beings often want either-or
answers. Life is usually both-and.
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The Wound Becomes the Ministry

Perhaps the greatest surprise in all of this has been discovering how suffering expands our
capacity to understand other people. Before Gregg died, [ understood grief as a
psychologist. After Gregg died, I understood grief as a grieving brother. Before Gregg died, I
could empathize with loneliness. After Gregg died, I knew loneliness from the inside.

That experience changed me. It changed the way I listen. It changed the way I sit with
people. It changed the way I hear stories of loss, abandonment, sorrow, and longing. When
people describe an ache that words cannot touch, [ understand something about what they
mean.

[ would never have chosen this path. Given the choice, I would gladly have my brother back.
Yet I cannot deny that God has used this wound. The sorrow has deepened my compassion.
The loneliness has increased my sensitivity to the loneliness of others. The grief has
expanded my understanding of the human condition.

The pain became part of the ministry. Not because the pain is good. Not because the loss
was necessary. But because God refuses to waste suffering. Somehow, He enters our
wounds and transforms them into places where connection, compassion, and healing
become possible.

The Shadow Cast by Great Love

[ still miss Gregg every day, and I suspect I always will. Yet alongside that ache lives
profound gratitude. I had sixty-eight years with my identical twin brother. Sixty-eight years
of conversations. Sixty-eight years of laughter. Sixty-eight years of shared memories. Sixty-
eight years of friendship and love.

Many people never experience a relationship of that depth. I did. Because I was blessed to
have it, I now carry the sorrow of losing it. The two cannot be separated.

Perhaps that is the final lesson loneliness has taught me. The deepest loneliness is often
connected to the deepest love. The ache remains because the love remains. The emptiness
remains because something beautiful once occupied that space.

Until the day Gregg and I meet again, I will continue walking forward. I will continue
serving others. [ will continue trusting Christ. I will continue carrying both gratitude and
grief together. The loneliness remains, but so does the love. And perhaps, in the end,
loneliness is not merely the absence of someone we love. Perhaps it is the shadow cast by
great love itself.
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