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Less Human Contact,  
More Distance

Every one of us would benefit from a hug right now. 
Some people are so eager to hug others that they’ve cre-
ated plastic devices called the “hug glove” or “cuddle 
curtains” to decrease the risk of spreading COVID-19 
while still hugging their loved ones. Before the COVID-
19 pandemic, it was normal to hug friends and family, 
shake hands regularly, and even stand or sit shoulder-to-
shoulder with strangers in public.

The COVID-19 pandemic has changed the way that we 
interact with others. As we practice social distancing, 
elderly people are visiting with loved ones through glass, 
close friends gather outdoors at an unnatural distance for 
intimate conversation, significant life events are cele-
brated on video chat, worship and even school has moved 
online, and people who live alone are lacking physical 
touch of any kind.

REFLECT:
•  How much physical contact did you receive on a regular 

basis prior to the COVID-19 pandemic?
•  In what ways has your physical contact with other humans 

changed? Are there types of human contact you miss? Is 
there contact you do not miss?

The Importance  
of Human Touch 

Human touch is essential to our physical health and emo-
tional well-being. Humans are hard-wired for touch.  
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The COVID-19 pandemic has 
dramatically affected the way we 

interact with each other including a 
significant reduction in the amount 

of physical contact we receive.  
Why is human touch important for 
our mental and physical health?  

As Christians, how does touch play 
a role in our communities and how 

can we care for those who are 
lacking contact?
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When a child is born, they bond with their mother 
and other caregivers through touch, and touch 
remains important throughout our lives, even 
though the type and amount of touch that we 
receive changes.

Touch is a primary means of communicating with 
others, according to Dacher Keltner, PhD, found-
ing director of the Greater Good Science Center 
and a professor of psychology at the University 
of California, Berkeley. Keltner’s research has 
shown that humans communicate compassion, 
gratitude, love, anger, fear, and other emotions 
through touch even more effectively than when 
those same emotions are expressed through facial 
and vocal communication.

Research has also shown that human contact—
touching or receiving touch from another person 
—has the ability to decrease stress and anxiety, 
increase sleep quality, lower blood pressure and 
heart rate, and boost the body’s immune response. 
Human touch also reduces feelings of loneliness 
and isolation, improves mood, and strengthens 
interpersonal relationships. Touch hits “all of the 
right buttons to affect physiological processes that 
are critically important to keeping us healthy,” 
says John Capitanio, a psychologist and prima-
tologist at the University of California, Davis.

The condition of going without physical touch is 
called touch starvation or touch deprivation. When 
a person lacks physical touch, they experience 
negative physiological and psychological effects. 
Touch starvation leads to higher levels of stress, 
anxiety and depression, which decrease sleep 
quality, increase heart rate and blood pressure, and 
negatively affect the body’s immune response.

Extended periods of touch starvation can lead to 
long-term psychological effects, such as post-
traumatic stress disorder. “Every single medical 
disease including heart attack, diabetes, hyperten-
sion, asthma—every single physical disease—is 
altered if you are more anxious, more depressed 
or if you have more mental health issues,” said 
Asim A. Shah, MD, professor and executive vice 
chair of the Menninger Department of Psychiatry 
at Baylor College of Medicine in Houston.

While human contact is essential, it is also the 
means by which COVID-19 spreads from person 
to person. Our current societal situation is made 
even more challenging because touch starvation 
decreases the body’s immune response and leaves 
people more vulnerable to infection.

REFLECT:

•  Recall a time when you experienced positive phys-
ical touch, whether it was today or several months 
ago. What emotions and physical sensations do 
you associate with that experience?

•  Are you currently experiencing touch starvation? 
What is that like? How are you coping?

Loving Our  
Touch-starved Neighbors  

Community is foundational to Christian faith. Phys-
ical presence with others, including touch, is inte-
grated into our worship and discipleship practices: 
we share handshakes and hugs as we pass the peace, 
we hold hands while praying or visiting the sick and 
dying, leaders lay hands on heads or shoulders dur-
ing blessings, and touch is vital to our traditional 
practice of the sacraments. But none of that human 
contact has been occurring recently due to social 
distancing.

Many Christians have close relationships with peo-
ple at church, and it may feel unnatural to forego 
human contact and practice social distancing, espe-
cially in a church setting. During this time when 
human contact is considered a high-risk behavior, 
how can Christians reach out to those experiencing 
touch starvation in a helpful way, without putting 
anyone’s health at risk?

“We need to help people get creative about main-
taining interactions that provide joy and contact,” 
says Valentina Ogaryan, PhD, a licensed clinical 
psychologist at UCLA Health in Los Angeles. While 
nothing can replace physical touch, there are other 
interactions that can stimulate our brains to release 
oxytocin, sometimes called the “cuddle hormone,” 
which increases feelings of social connection usu-
ally associated with human contact. One-on-one 
conversation via video chat, talking to someone on 
the phone while looking at their picture, or meeting 
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outside at a safe distance but close enough to make 
eye contact can increase feelings of social connec-
tion. Gathering with others online for group singing, 
dance, and workout activities, as well as laughter, 
can have a similar effect. Participation in these 
activities has the potential to decrease the negative 
effects of touch starvation and increase feelings of 
social connection, improving mental and physical 
health.

While nothing may be truly able to replace a hug, 
reaching out to those who are experiencing touch 
starvation is one way we can share the love of Christ 
with others. We can prioritize time for one-on-one 
conversation, particularly with those who are lacking 
human contact. Churches can provide opportunities 
for people to connect in person at a safe distance or 
online for group activities, especially those that may 
increase feelings of social connection. Planning an 
online hymn sing, yoga class, or comedy hour may 
be what it looks like to “love your neighbor” during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, because we cannot offer 
a hug.

REFLECT:
•  In what ways are you missing human contact in 

the context of Christian community?
•  Make a list of people you know who are lacking 

human contact right now (those who live alone, 
people who are immuno-compromised, older 
adults, etc). How can you reach out to each of 
these people in a way that may offer meaning-
ful connection, beyond what they are currently 
experiencing?

•  As a group, what can you (or your church) do 
to offer the love of Christ to your community 
through social connection?

Core Bible Passages
Humans were created in the image of God (Genesis 1:26-27). God’s very nature as trinitarian means that 
God is relational, between Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. That means that humans, who were created in God’s 
image, are also meant to be relationship with God and other humans.

Luke 17:11-19 tells a story of ten men suffering from leprosy who have been removed from their community. 
When they saw Jesus, they approached him, “keeping their distance” (Luke 12:12, NRSV). They called out 
to Jesus for mercy and he told them to go and show themselves to the priests. With those words, they were 
healed—no physical touch necessary—because Jesus saw them and extended care to them. They needed to 
show themselves to the priests to be recognized as “clean” which would enable them to re-join the commu-
nity. Jesus had given them much more than physical health; he had given them back their lives!

As we practice social distancing, we may find ourselves distancing even further from people we do not know. 
In the parable of the good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37), the priest and the Levite cross to the other side of 
the road when they see the hurt man. We likely encounter people experiencing touch starvation in our own 
neighborhoods. Before crossing the road to social distance, consider how you can look others in the eye and 
acknowledge them in a meaningful way.

REFLECT:
•  What comes to mind when you consider that you were created in the image of a relational God? 
•  How can we love our neighbors with the love of Christ—especially people we do not know—in our 

present context? 
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United Methodist Perspective:  
Sacraments and COVID-19

In The United Methodist Church, the sacraments of baptism and Communion are a significant aspect of our com-
munal worship. Traditionally, they involve the presence of the gathered community and close physical proximity. 
In his sermon, “The Duty of Constant Communion” (1787), John Wesley instructed: “It is the duty of every Chris-
tian to receive the Lord’s Supper as often as he can.” Given the current limitations on human contact, clergy are 
doing their best to follow Wesley’s instructions as they creatively seek to offer sacraments to their congregations. 

Communion has taken new forms, from online consecration of elements to the distribution of pre-packaged and 
pre-blessed elements. Some churches are holding outdoor Communion services to which congregants bring their 
own elements for blessing, and other congregations are not practicing Communion at all. While we can receive 
God’s grace through Communion in whatever form it takes, our current practices do not resemble the meal at 
which Christ said, “Do this in remembrance of me.” There is no breaking of bread from one loaf or dipping of 
bread into a common cup, 

Baptism looks different as well. While many churches are delaying baptisms until human contact is safe again, 
some clergy have donned masks and included only immediate family, moved baptisms outside, or invited family 
members to administer the water after clergy bless it from a distance. Baptisms during the COVID-19 pandemic 
may be unique, but people are still being welcomed into the Body of Christ.  

REFLECT:

•  What has been your experience of the sacraments while social distancing? 
•  How has your understanding of the sacraments been shaped by practicing them in alternative ways, or by 

not practicing them at all? 

No Skin-to-Skin Contact  
for the Sick and Dying 

Usually, people who are very sick receive a significant amount of human contact: friends and family 
members give hugs, hold their hand, rub their back, or lay a hand gently on their arm. During the COVID-
19 pandemic, the sick and dying are not experiencing human contact from loved ones at the times they 
need it most. Those in hospitals, nursing homes, and hospice centers are typically not allowed visitors. 
Many are dying alone or with a medical professional at their sides, but loved ones are absent. 

Nurses, doctors, hospice workers, and chaplains are doing everything they can to provide human contact, 
but they are limited by safety precautions and the necessity of protective equipment that obscures their 
faces. Some wear photos of themselves pinned to the outside of their gowns so that patients can see what 
their faces look like. Others are facilitating video chats on iPads protected by plastic bags while giving 
complicated and devastating information to family members by phone instead of in person. They are lit-
erally standing in for family members at bedsides as people die of COVID-19, offering gloved hands for 
comfort. While they might not be able to provide skin-to-skin contact, they are offering something else 
that family members are unable to provide in these circumstances: the gift of presence. 

REFLECT:
•  As Christians, how can we care for and offer compassion to medical professionals who are caring for 

COVID-19 patients and standing in for family members at bedsides as people die? 
•  How can we comfort those who are grieving the loss of loved ones they could not be physically present with 

in their final days? 
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FaithLink: Connecting Faith and LiFe is a weekly, topical study and an official resource for The United Methodist Church 
approved by Discipleship Ministries and published weekly by Cokesbury, The United Methodist Publishing House, 2222 Rosa 
L. Parks Blvd., Nashville, TN 37228. Scripture quotations in this publication, unless otherwise indicated, are from the Common 

English Bible, copyrighted © 2011 Common English Bible, and are used by permission. 

Permission is granted to photocopy this resource for use in FaithLink study groups. All Web addresses were correct and 
operational at the time of publication. Email comments to FaithLink at faithlinkgroup@umpublishing.org. For email problems, 

send email to Cokes_Serv@umpublishing.org. 

To order, call 800-672-1789, or visit our website at www.cokesbury.com/faithlink.

Follow us on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/groups/106609035052/  
or at https://www.facebook.com/faithlinkconnectingfaithandlife.

Helpful Links
•  Learn about the science of touch from Dacher Keltner, PhD, the director of the Greater Good Science 

Center and a professor of psychology at the University of California, Berkeley:  
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/hands_on_research 

•  This series of stories from members of a palliative care team in a Boston hospital illustrates how 
COVID-19 has impacted end-of-life care:  
https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2020/06/palliative-care-covid-19-icu/613072/

•  A helpful perspective on what it’s like to be touch-starved during the COVID-19 pandemic:  
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/may/21/touch-starvation-lockdown-why

 

Next Week in

Working From Home
by Lyndsey Medford

The COVID-19 pandemic sparked a massive shift of workers 
out of offices and into work-from-home arrangements.  

What challenges does working from home present?  
What opportunities does it provide?  

As people of faith, how do we balance our work life with the 
rest of our lives and help others to do the same?

https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/hands_on_research
https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2020/06/palliative-care-covid-19-icu/613072/
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/may/21/touch-starvation-lockdown-why
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Opening Prayer
Ever-present God, as we enter into this time together, make us aware of your presence among us. Help 
us to listen for your voice in our conversation. Enable us to bear witness to your image in one another; in 
Jesus’ name we pray. Amen. 

Leader Helps

•  Open the session with the provided prayer or one of your own. 

•  Have several Bibles on hand and a markerboard and markers for writing lists or responses to reflection 
questions.

•  Remind the group that people have different perspectives and to honor these differences by treating one 
another with respect as you explore this topic together.

•  Read or review highlights of each section of this issue. Use the REFLECT questions to stimulate   
discussion.

•  Though many in your group will be familiar with the Scriptures in the Core Bible Passages section, take 
time to read one or more of them closely. Considering these Scriptures in our current context may result 
in a different understanding of the text and its nuances. If you have time, engage in a lectio divina exer-
cise, reading the text three times and reflecting on a different question each time, with silence between 
each reading. Suggested questions:
o  What word or phrase stands out to you from the text?
o  How is this Scripture speaking into my life right now?

o  What is God asking of me in response to this passage?

•  Close the session with the provided prayer or one of your own.

Teaching Alternatives
Dedicate a portion of your meeting time to an activity that may help those experiencing touch starvation 
to connect with others. Some ideas:

• a hymn sing
• body prayer (example: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5zVsoslT7-k)
• yoga or dancing
• share jokes and laugh together

Choose an activity that will appeal to your group, while considering your context and the safety of the 
activity in your setting. Ask group members to share their emotional response after participating. If it was 
positive, challenge the group to plan and lead an activity for your church or community with the goal of 
providing connection for those experiencing touch starvation.

Closing Prayer
Loving God, we thank you for the gifts of conversation and connection during our time together today. 
As we leave one another’s presence, give us eyes to see those experiencing touch starvation. Encourage 
us to share your love in creative ways, living out your call to love our neighbors. Make us instruments of 
your love and grace in the world. Amen.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5zVsoslT7-k

