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INTRODUCTION

This book is intended primarily for Christians struggling with substance addiction. Some
of you may have had considerable biblical and church experience; some little. You may or may
not have had Twelve-Step experiences. Undoubtedly, the title caught your eye, so I assume you
have interest in a Christian perspective and solution. In addition, this is also addressed to their
families and loved ones by a Christian, who through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, decided to
believe and accept Jesus as the Messiah February the 18th, 1978. His power enabled me to
eventually cease my addiction to a substance. Furthermore, I have been blessed to have worked
over twenty-five years in the addiction field and interacted with thousands of clients and dozens
of gifted clinicians. Such has been the genesis of this book.
When does addiction begin? The National Institute of Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism
(NIAAA) estimate that roughly 50% of those with the disease of alcoholism have a genetic
predisposition and vulnerability. While no alcoholic gene has been isolated, it is clear alcoholism
runs in families throughout their generations. Then, there are a statistically rare, but tragic
minority of moms who drink alcohol during their pregnancy. Even if their babies do not suffer
Fetal Alcohol Effects or Fetal Alcohol Syndrome, it is predictable that if they drank alcohol, they
would be more susceptible to alcoholism since they absorbed it in utero. The same occurs with
smoking or other psychoactive substance us, prescribed or otherwise). Also, social influences are
obvious: we learn by copying and imitating peers and the media. Nature and nurture combine.
BEGINNINGS
In my case, I began by mimicking my parents. I was a 1950’s kid. Mom and dad had an
elaborate bar in the den, complete with shelves stocked with liquor and mixers. Cocktail lunches
and parties were customary events in this era. Some weekend nights, I knew that it was party
time when they had friends over. Usually I had the TV set and a bowl of popcorn all to myself,
and as the evening progressed, their conversations crescendoed as alcohol deadened their
hearing. Cigarette smoke billowed through the hallway and fogged Bonanza from the television
set.
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One morning I noticed an empty vodka bottle, diamond shaped with a flat base and
screw-off cap. Captivated, I concealed it under my bathrobe and sneaked upstairs. Later, I filled
it with water, closed my bedroom door, and pretended to get drunk. Really drunk. I drank,
swooned and staggered about the bedroom, talked gibberish, and watched myself get drunk in
front of my bureau mirror. I had conversations with that drunken kid, holding up the bottle for a
toast. It was bottoms up until my bladder swelled proportionally and I peeded profusely. I knew I
might not successfully return the bottle to the den wastebasket. So, I figured it would be a good
idea to hide it in my toy box. (The bottle did not disappear as I might have imagined). A few
nights later, mom picked up my toys at bedtime. I was reading a comic book, and in horror, I
recalled that the bottle was—you know where. I prayed for God to temporarily blind her sight, as
He did to St. Paul on the road to Damascus. No such Divine intervention occurred. As she lifted
the lid to dump a handful of army men, there it was, and she picked it up.
“What is this?” she said, puzzled.
“Nothing.”
Now, in the history of every American child, whenever he or she is in some trouble, such
as being caught with a crib sheet, and the teacher begins with the interrogation, whenever asked
the “What is this/that?” question, the kid will always respond, “Nothing.”
This did not serve to appease mom’s grilling.
“What is a liquor bottle doing here?”
Now, again in the history of every American child, whenever he or she is in some trouble
and interrogated, the other predictable response is a sudden lack of comprehension, a profound
bewilderment.
“I don’t know.”
“Have you been stealing our vodka?”
“No,” I denied.
“What’s it doing in your toy box?”
“I was just playing pretend with Rinny” (my dilapidated raccoon).
“Well,” she concluded, “it doesn’t belong here. Don’t do this again.”
I heeded her advice.
Their drinking continued. Years later, one weekend, dad had a father-to-son talk with
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me.
“Your mom is an alcoholic, you know.”
“Huh?” He motioned me to follow him into the kitchen.
“Look behind the kitchen window curtain.”
Brushing it back, there was a Dixie cup partially filled with a clear brown liquid, which
matched their liquor bottles. Nothing more was said about it. Mom was a functional alcoholic:
she always fulfilled her parenting and homemaking roles. I had no doubt when she was tipsy, as
was dad after their parties. Dad’s drinking progressed, but I will never know the outcome: he
died of cancer at forty-four years old, probably smoking related. Alcohol was normal in our
household.
I first tried to drink beer at eighteen, but it tasted nasty. I was determined, and persisted. I
tried Colt 45, which was more agreeable. At that time, one can was my tolerance limit. (I
improved with diligent practice in college, and eventually could drink seven-eight cans).
In high school a new era arrived: I began to sing in a high school band, The Sorts. They
hired me to sing harmonies and beat a tambourine rhythmically (in theory). The drummer
enlightened me to the fact that I could not walk and chew gum at the same time. I was to sing at
their next job at Christ Church in Millburn New Jersey, which sponsored Friday night dances.
My first gig. My God! I trembled as I anticipated standing and singing into a microphone in front
of a room full of teenagers! There were college bound students, hoods, and a smattering of
pseudo-Beatles. Stage fright? Terror was a better word.
That historic evening of my first gig, mom was out. Out of my dilemma, a childhood
memory emerged, and I opened her liquor cabinet. There, in all its glory, stood a bottle of her
gin, winking at me. I took a mouthful. “Firewater” came to mind from old cowboy shows. It
tasted like turpentine mixed with ammonia. Nevertheless, I persisted, and drank about a 1/5 of a
bottle. A band member picked me up.
“Man, what’d you drink? You reek.”
“A little of mom’s gin.”
“Did you replace with water?”
“Sure,” I lied, “how dumb do you think I am?”
The show went on. Inebriated, I sang my first harmony to the Stone’s “It’s All Over
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Now” and actually grooved with the music and dancing. Alcohol and I became fast friends. It
gave me the courage to dance! Three years later, I met my other drug nemeses, which I shall
make known in a later chapter.
Hence, there is always the addictive interrelationship of the person (genetics, health,
history etc.), environment (friends and places) and substance(s) consumed. As we shall examine
shortly, all three factors must be present for this disease to develop and destroy the substance
consumer.
TERMS AND METHODS

When “you” is written in this book, it addresses Christians who are misusing or addicted
to substances. “We” pertains to both you and me, or Christians universally. At times I will use
God’s Hebrew names to challenge our familiarity with “God” and also to remind us that
regardless of what He reveals to us via Himself, the Bible, Church, and through others, He is
infinite, transcendent, perfect, and Absolute Being. The four most popular one-word biblical
names are YHWH (Yahweh) (6,800 times); Elohim (2,600 times); Adonai (439 times); and El
(238 times). I also introduce some common Greek terms, for your reference.
I am sensitive to gender and strive to use both masculine and feminine pronouns but
remain faithful to biblical texts, knowing they include women as well.
I know that in recovery through Twelve-Step programs, individuals assume a new
identity: “I’m an alcoholic” or “I’m an addict.” Such a dramatic acknowledgment is necessary to
shatter the delusion of denial. It is more accurate (which I promote), to say “I’m a recovering
alcoholic or addict.” I prefer to categorize you as someone “diseased” with alcoholism or
addiction, or having the disease of addiction. (The disease model shall be described shortly). The
issue is one of identity—who we really are—which we will explore in Chapter Three’s section,
“Identity in Christ.” The point is, does anyone say, “I am a cancer?” No, “I have cancer.” You
are not a disease; you are not your disease. You are a child of God.
I honor the traditions of Alcoholics Anonymous, and throughout this book I am careful to
keep distinct and separate AA recovery from what I describe as Christian recovery; I have been
vigilant about keeping AA and Christianity separate entities. AA always wants to be anonymous
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and autonomous, as they should. I realize that many addicted people in AA or Narcotics
Anonymous (NA) have Christian roots. Some may practice both AA and Christianity, but some
Christians barely know about Twelve-Step recovery programs. I would be remiss if I ignored the
greatest recovery program for terminally ill alcoholic and addicted people ever developed—next
to the Bible. I do believe that our Lord inspired the creation of AA. The Twelve-Steps of
Alcoholics Anonymous are referred to throughout this book. But this book is not about AA or
the Steps; this is about how Christ will enable, empower, and equip you to recover.
A last comment about Twelve-Step programs. While I am not recovering in AA or NA,
their textbooks, the Twelve Steps, and interactions with both clients and colleagues in “The
Program” have greatly touched my heart. For readers unfamiliar with AA and NA, they are
among the greatest spiritual evolutions of the past century. AA and the many other Anonymous
programs are among the few essentially incorruptible human organizations, since there are no
paid employees (except nationally) and thus, no profit motive. At meetings, they pass a plate and
participants chip in enough cash and change to pay for coffee and other needs. Moreover, the AA
and NA recovering people I have met are some of the most humble, caring, and giving people
who embody “loving neighbor as oneself.” Perhaps a Christian revolution might have a similar
impact throughout the world, if every church had meetings of Sinners Anonymous. (Or, Sinners
Unanimous!) Celebrate Recovery is one answer. CR is a combination of Christian basics as
singing, praying, worship and testimonies the first hour and then, like AA and NA, an hour of
participant sharing. I appreciate AA permitting me to cite some Steps as illustrations. In addition,
there are various Christian recovery groups; Celebrate Recovery is nation-wide.
Allow me to clarify my major Christian influences, as this will explain a seemingly odd
combination of evangelical-Charismatic and Orthodox Church references in this book. (See
footnote three, which describes Orthodox Christianity in Chapter Four, The Church). Both from
Protestant churches I have attended and readings from Billy Graham, John MacArthur, R. C.
Sproul, and Neil Anderson, I have a sense of urgency in taking and living the gospel seriously.
Also, I have read books about early Christian Monastics, including such Orthodox Christians
such as Evagrius Ponticus, John Climacus, St. Silouan, and Catholic Thomas Merton. All have
truly amazed me.
While I assume readers are familiar with the Bible, biblical literacy is not essential in
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understanding and applying scriptural truths. Nevertheless, as I shall explain, the Bible is the
Word of God and the primary source of His written revelation.
As this draws to a close, how is the image of a ladder relevant in Christian recovery?
As a child, I have a vivid memory of dad propping a ladder against the side of the garage,
climbing it while balancing a bucket of paint and a brush, and deftly painting the eaves. He
seemed miles up as I watched at the bottom. No doubt you recall similar memories. In the Bible,
the only place where a ladder is mentioned is in Genesis 28:12 during Jacob’s dream: ”He had a
dream in which he saw a ladder [or stairway] resting on the earth, with its top reaching to
heaven, and the angels of God were ascending and descending on it.”
The Greek term for ladder is klimax, which designates the symbol of a ladder in this
book. I have chosen a ladder to differentiate from the steps of AA and NA, and therefore will
employ rungs on a ladder to symbolize the ascent from the depths of addiction. This climb is
indeed a ladder both in effort and aim. When Jacob awoke, “he said ‘How awesome is this place!
This is none other than the house of God; this is the gate of heaven.’ He called that place
Bethel,” which means “house of God.” In its way, may this book be a Bethel.
Simultaneously, at every moment, at every rung and resting place, we are at the gate of
heaven and in the house of God, Bethel. You are too as you read, ponder these words, and reflect
upon Scripture verses. The topical and scriptural Ladder of Christian Recovery follows. While
they are designed in sequence, they are not intended to be in absolute chronological order. In
fact, you may experience them in a different order, but all are necessary for Christian recovery to
occur. The sequence evolved from the bottom to the top in subsequent chapters:
ASCENT – SCRIPTURAL LADDER
10. “Not everyone who says to me ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he
who does the will of my Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 7:21).
9.”Watch and pray so that you will not fall into temptation. The spirit is willing, but the body is
weak” (Matthew 26:41).
8. “And when you stand praying, if you hold anything against anyone, forgive him, so that your
Father in heaven may forgive you your sins” (Mark 11:25).
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7. “Therefore confess your sins to one another and pray for each other so that you might be
healed” (James 5:16).
6.”For the word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates
even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the
heart” (Hebrews 4:12).
5.”But Jesus often went to lonely places to pray” (Luke 5:15).
4.”And he is the head of the body, the church” (Colossians 1:18).
3.”But he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in
weakness’” (2 Corinthians 12:9).
2. “As it is, it is no longer I myself, but it is sin living in me. For I have the desire to do good, but
I cannot carry it out. For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do—
this I keep on doing. What a wretched man I am. Who will rescue me from this body of death?
Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord” (Romans 7:17-19, 24-25).
1. “’The time has come,’ he said. ‘The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good
news’” (Mark 1:15).
Let us begin our climb.

* All scripture is taken from the HOLY BIBLE, NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION®.
NIV®. Copyright© 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of
Zondervan. All rights reserved.
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CHAPTER ONE: THE KINGDOM

“The time has come,” he said. “The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good
news” (Mark 1:15).
As the expression goes, God is always on time. In these powerful verses from Mark, it
serves as the foundation of Christians everywhere, and those souls—Christian or otherwise—
who resist, give way and sometimes give up to the power of tobacco, alcohol, and other drugs
(ATOD). Quitting tomorrow is a delusion. Quitting permanently is equally a delusion. If you
could quit and stay quit, you would have resolved the problem. The solution is that the time is
always now, this moment, today; God’s Kingdom is wherever you are. We are encouraged to
repent by turning away from ATOD, and turning towards Messiah Jesus and whatever help and
support required. Believe He will deliver you—today. Saint Augustine said it brilliantly: “God
without us will not; we without God cannot.” “The time has come” (Mk. 1:15).
We shall return to this fundamental theme at the end of this chapter, and develop it in
subsequent chapters, but an introduction is in order.

MEET JOHN AND JANE

John and Jane are a compilation of many former clients, and while their story is fictitious,
it is factual in how the progression of addiction surreptitiously and relentlessly progresses. She
shall follow how their lives depreciate in future chapters.
Consider John, who drinks a sixteen-ounce beer most evenings and takes an Ambien at
bedtime. He is 6’ 2”, weighs 195 lbs. and is 33 years old, a former athlete and a-pack-a- day
smoker with hypertension. He spends weekends with his buddies at the sports bar, and, one may
assume, drinks more than his weekday quota there. He has stable income and lifestyle—
materialistically speaking. He is faithful to Jane.
Jane drinks a glass of wine evenings, and also takes an Ambien for sleep at bedtime. Jane
is 5” 3”, weights 127 lbs., is 38 years old and a half-a-pack a day smoker with ulcers. She spends
weekends sitting for a grandchild (she was a teenage mom). She too has a stable income and life.
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She rarely dates as she grieves a former fiancée who left her a few years ago.
The amounts they consumed are roughly equivalent but their gender and weight are
vastly different. We can legitimately infer that both are risking health problems due to their
medical conditions, drinking, and smoking cigarettes. Are they addicts? That depends. We would
need more information and (ideally) corroborating evidence.
Jane has been abstinent for seven months from Stadol, an opiate. She used it for
migraines, built tolerance, and finally revealed this to her physician. She prudently tapered Jane
off it successfully. She smoked cigarettes (most opioid dependent people smoke) but stopped the
day she took her last pill. She gained eight pounds, which is about the average weight gain for
former smokers.
Jane attended a small party with friends one summer evening. After two glasses of wine
(her weekend limit) she talked with a few friends on the backyard deck. John, an appealing man
described above, opened his pack and offered one to Jane. Jane, slightly buzzed by her wine,
unconsciously grabbed one and he lit it for her. The first hit sent gaseous nicotine to her brain in
approximately ten or so seconds, and she had her first nicotine “wow” surge since she quit
months ago. They conversed, departed and John had her cell phone number. On the way home
she thought “What the heck,” stopped at a grocery store and bought a pack.
Jane faces temptation, as do all recovering people. Her “evil” desire (James 1:14) is her
yearning for a powerful toxic drug that poisons the temple of her body. Her desire “conceived”
when she instantaneously decided to smoke. Her “death” was the resumption of her smoking
addiction, as she resumed inhaling carcinogens and other noxious particulates into her lungs and
circulatory system. James’ judicious description in the Bible applies to all addictions—as well as
covering types of vices of appetite we will examine in a later chapter.
Jane and John lives evolve in subsequent chapters.
We shall move into facts about “psychoactive” substances and addiction, which should
help to enhance your learning and allow you to identify where you fit into your progression.

STATISTICS AND CATEGORIES
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“I have seen all the things that are done under the sun; all of them are meaningless
[vanity, KJV], a chasing after the wind!” (Ecclesiastes 1:14).
Addiction is like chasing after the wind and then getting blasted off our feet. Addiction is
an all too recognizable and painful story, for millions of Americans and estimated billions of
humans globally. Addiction is a diagnosis of misdirected desire. Some statistics merit
examination.
The World Health Organization (WHO) website states: “Tobacco kills nearly 6 million
people each year. More than five million of those deaths are the result of direct tobacco use while
more than 600 000 are the result of non-smokers being exposed to second-hand smoke. Unless
urgent action is taken, the annual death toll could rise to more than eight million by 2030.”
From the Center of Disease Control and Prevention’s (CDC) web site: “Worldwide,
tobacco use causes more than 5 million deaths per year, and current trends show that tobacco use
will cause more than 8 million deaths annually by 2030. Cigarette smoking is responsible for
more than 480,000 deaths per year in the United States, including an estimated 41,000 deaths
resulting from secondhand smoke exposure.”
Regarding alcohol, the CDC website reports “Excessive alcohol use is a leading cause of
preventable death. This dangerous behavior accounted for approximately 88,000 deaths per year
from 2006–2010, and accounted for 1 in 10 deaths among working-age adults aged 20–64 years.
The National Institute of Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism (NIAAA) website says “Adults
(ages 18+): Approximately 17 million adults ages 18 and older (7.2 percent of this age group)
had an Alcohol Use Disorder (AUD) in 2012. This includes 11.2 million men (9.9 percent of
men in this age group) and 5.7 million women (4.6 percent of women in this age group).
In the past several years the biggest substance use spike has been prescription drug abuse,
most notable with opiates medications, as Oxycodone (OxyContin), and Hydrocodone (Vicodin).
The National Institute of Drug Abuse (NIDA) reports “The classes of prescription drugs most
commonly abused are: opioid pain relievers, such as Vicodin or OxyContin; stimulants for
treating Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), such as Adderall, Concerta, or
Ritalin; and central nervous system (CNS) depressants for relieving anxiety, such as Valium or
Xanax. The most commonly abused OTC drugs are cough and cold remedies containing
dextromethorphan.”
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One might wonder if this is simply a contemporary occurrence. Unfortunately, no.
Proverbs 23:29-35 is a persuasive reminder:

“Who has woe? Who has sorrow? Who has strife? Who has complaints? Who has needless
bruises? Who has bloodshot eyes? Those who linger over wine, who go to sample bowls of
mixed wine. Do not gaze at wine when it is red, when it sparkles in the cup, when it goes down
smoothly! In the end it bites like a snake and poisons like a viper. Your eyes will see strange
sights and your mind imagine confusing things. You will be like one sleeping on the high seas,
lying on top of the rigging. “They hit me” you will say, ‘but I'm not hurt! They beat me, but I
don't feel it! When will I wake up so I can find another drink?’”
The author of these ancient Hebrew writings intuitively knew about the progression of
alcoholism. The phrase “poisons like a viper” foreshadows the assertion in the book Alcoholics
Anonymous that alcohol is a poison. Indeed, in lethal amounts alcohol is poisonous; a small but
heartbreaking number of young college students die of alcohol poisoning (overdose) perennially.
Yet, the insanity of it all is captured in the last verse: “When will I wake up so I can find another
drink?”
The anguish of the ages is “Why will he and she simply not stop? Just say ‘No!’” Oh, that
it would be this simple! Isaiah 5:11 warns, “Woe to those who rise early in the morning to run
after their drinks, who stay up late at night till they are inflamed with wine . . . they have no
regard for the deeds of the Lord, no respect for the work of his hands.”
A psychoactive, mood-altering substance (synonymous with drug in this book) is any
chemical that affects living organisms and processes, i.e. the brain and body. Aspirin reduces
inflammation; Lipitor lowers cholesterol. However, these products cannot produce a “buzz” or
“high,” so people do not abuse them for any psychoactive benefits. Addiction clinicians have an
expression: if you cannot get it on the street, do not worry about it. There is no black market for
Lipitor for the purposes of maintaining addiction.
The derogatory term “drug addict” conjures stereotypes normally associated with needle
users robbing pharmacies, pill poppers dressed in gothic shades, crack heads of minority
heritage, and pot heads clad in faded denim (although in states legalizing recreational marijuana
consumption, the clientele are often professional, baby boomers, moms and other stereotypic
middle class citizens who inject THC-laced edibles and “vape” gaseous THC concentrations). In
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other words, “those drug addicts” are not people not like us. Sure, some of us had a phase and
maybe, just maybe a few of us not afflicted with addiction took “a puff” in college, or a few
caffeine pills or Adderall before exams, and even had some harmless fun drinking on weekends
and no doubt, drove carefully afterwards while under the influence. (Yes, I am being caustic).
There is the old saying that an alcoholic is someone who drinks more than we do. Remember
“the drunk” at the fraternity or sorority house? Stereotypes proliferate. When we consider
tobacco addicts, alcohol addicts (alcoholics), tranquilizer addicts and pain pill addicts, then for us
“the great chasm” between the rich man in the netherworld and Lazarus resting in the bosom of
Abraham (Luke 16:20ff) suddenly draws within arms’ reach in our medicine cabinets or
pocketbooks, refrigerators, toolboxes or stash envelopes hidden behind certain books in a den
bookcase. Some of us undeniably have been in the netherworld of addiction and at times felt like
the tormented rich man seeing Abraham “far off.”
Substances that people misuse and become drug dependent, i.e. addicted to are
considered mind and mood-altering (psychoactive) drugs, because they affect and change how
we perceive, think, feel, remember, and act. Mind and mood altering substances give us pleasure
and relief from how we normally feel and live. Some common psychoactive drugs are listed
below.1
Central Nervous depressants include Opioids as Hydrocodone (Vicodin), Oxycodone
(OxyContin) and Fentanyl (Duragesic); Sedatives Diazepam (Valium) and Alprazolam (Xanax);
Skeletal Muscle Relaxers (Soma), Barbiturates (Seconal), Inhalants (paint, gasoline, glue),
Anesthetics (Ketamine), Alcohol (beer, wine, liquor), Diphenhydramine (Benadryl) and
Dextromenthrophan (Comtrex.) Central Nervous stimulants include such Amphetamines
(Adderall), methamphetamine and other stimulants as Dextroamphetamine (Dexedrine),
Methylphenidate (Ritalin), Caffeine, Cocaine, Nicotine, Ephedra, Anabolic Steroids, and
Anorexiants (Fastin). Interestingly, marijuana products may have either depressant or stimulant
effects, depending on the individual and the setting. The National Institute of Drug Abuse has a
web site, www.nida.nih.gov describing these categories of drugs and is a valuable reference.
It is beyond the intent of this book to delve into historical and current national substance
use trends; there are numerous articles and books on any particular drug on the Internet and in
bookstores. For a moment, let us focus upon one substance—opiates and opioids (familiar legal
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term narcotics).
Opiates are the substance category; opioids are natural derivatives, like morphine and
opium; the others are chemically similar but synthetic. The purchase and consumption of these
substances have dramatically increased the last several years. Among the compounds that fall
within this class are morphine, codeine, and related medications. Morphine is often used before
or after surgery to alleviate severe pain. Codeine is used for milder pain. Here again, examples of
opioids that can be prescribed to alleviate pain include oxycodone (OxyContin); propoxyphene
(Darvon); hydrocodone (Vicodin); hydromorphone (Dilaudid); and meperidine (Demerol), which
is used less often because of its side effects.
Opium has been used for thousands of years recreationally and medicinally.2 The first
known written reference to the opium poppy appears in a Sumerian text dated around 4,000 BC.
A German pharmacist, F.W. Sertürner, isolated the main alkaloid of opium in 1803 and named it
“morphium” after Morpheus, the Greek god of dreams. Morphine was soon widely used for
medical purposes in Europe and the U.S. Injured or diseased Civil War soldiers who received
copious amounts (by injection), became physically dependent, suffered physical withdrawal, and
understandably sought more. This was dubbed “soldiers disease.” Some were able to stop years
later, but others could not and like all addicts, compulsively sought more. Opium smoking was a
worldwide practice. By the end of that century, addiction to opioids had become widespread.
Opiates are miraculous anesthetics (painkillers). Countless people in acute to chronic pain
can cope, by taking prescribed amounts. But some people become physically dependent—even
while adhering to their medication regimens. Their tolerance for more reaches remarkable
amounts of pills injected daily. There is a startling rise nationally for opiate detoxification and
treatment center admissions, some add up to 30 to 40% or more being assessed and if in
withdrawal, admitted. Unfortunately, since pharmaceutical opiates are now restricted and FDA
monitored, there is a boom in heroin use, mostly snorting. The cheaper rates and higher grades of
heroin are causing an surge in usage and addiction among teens and young adults.
Join Together is an outstanding web site. www.jointogether.org, which is dedicated to
reporting news and facts about psychoactive drugs.
As the expression goes, Addiction is an equal opportunity destroyer. The substance(s)
preferred are only the currency.

16

By spotlighting one specific substance, opiates, you get an idea of the complexity
involved with any psychoactive substance. Following from this, we now turn to addiction.
What is addiction? What happens to addicted people? They chase pleasure and capture
pain. They learn that pain is the shadow of pleasure. Addiction is a disease process having
multiple definitions and nuances. The founders of Alcoholics Anonymous, in Step One astutely
define it using the terms of powerlessness and unmanageability. All addictions have at least
these two fundamental dynamics. The afflicted person loses power over the substance and
behavior which becomes overpowering, and the obsessive-consumption link creates and
compounds an unmanageable life. Those possessed by non-substance addictions experience
these two unavoidable features as well. Why addiction is considered a medical disease?

ADDICTION: THE DISEASE MODEL

To begin, when does habitual behavior become an addiction? Can one become “addicted”
to brushing teeth three times a day? (We have worked with those conscientious co-workers who
brush and floss after lunch, and have we not given them our polite yet patronizing half-smiles?
Our coffee breath isn’t a concern, is it?)
Do people suffering from an Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD), those who
repeatedly and relentlessly check to see if doors are locked or horde, have an addiction? There is
a missing addictive element in OCD since those afflicted gain fleeting relief from the compulsive
activity by their rituals. The addict derives physiological pleasure, gratification, or withdrawal
relief from that drug as a personal benefit.
In the National Institute on Drug Abuse’s Drugs, Brains and Behavior: The Science of
Addiction, it states:
Addiction is defined as a chronic, relapsing brain disease that is characterized by compulsive
drug seeking and use, despite harmful consequences. It is considered a brain disease because
drugs change the brain—they change its structure and how it works.4
Consequently, drug addiction can be summarized as any continued consumption
inevitably causing continued problems—powerlessness and unmanageability.

17

The primary signs and symptoms of addiction are:
•

Mental preoccupation and obsession

•

Neurological and physiological cravings

•

Impaired control over the substance(s)

•

Increased neurological (and at times) physiological tolerance

•

Compulsive consumption episodes

•

Defense mechanisms such as denial, minimization, excuses, blaming, etc.

•

Problems, troubles, and misery. Life becomes hell.

Addiction use the following criteria to diagnose substance abuse or dependence:
•

cannot fulfill major responsibilities at home, school, or office

•

continues using substance even when it is physically dangerous

•

repeated legal problems because of substance use

•

more substance is required to produce the same effect

•

the substance is required to relieve withdrawal symptoms

•

the length of use or amount of use of the substance is greater than intended

•

repeatedly tries but fails to permanently cease or limit substance use

•

much time is spent using, recovering from, or obtaining the substance

•

continues to use the substance while knowing the physical or psychological problems
of using.

•

Cravings for the substance habitually occur

Another model illustrates how these addictive ingredients correspond.
The public health model triangle factors in the agent, host, and environment. For one with
a substance addiction, this involves the agent (substance), the person (host), and environment
(setting).
“Substance” includes drug category, combinations consumed, quantity, potency, route of
administration (swallow, snort, inhale, inject), and toxicity.
“Personal variables” comprise race, gender, age, health, body size and mass, history,
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brain vulnerability, psychology, spirituality, and individual tolerance.
“Environment” incorporates housing, neighborhood, work place, family, socioeconomic
factors, group affiliations, peer culture, and, for some, religion.
Hence, host, agent and environment form the triangle of addiction.

It is clear that the interrelationships between the person, substance(s), and environment
are complex. All addictions include these three vectors, and all must be addressed in recovery:
you must stop using, change people and environments, and through Christ transform your soul.
As we shall see, simply removing the substance does not insure permanent abstinence without
major environment changes. Triggers, cues, or stimuli activate emotional and physical
memories of the preferred substance, which increase the preoccupation, obsession, and
physiological craving. The recovering person either reacts as soon as possible to thwart or
manage the consuming mood and trance, or decides (unconsciously or consciously) to plan and
plot for the substance. Scheming is primarily unconscious and habitual; the owner's brain does
not need to intentionally plan (as one prepares for a trip with maps and guidebooks).
For example, when “Bob,” an addict, intends to drink or use, mechanically he counts
cash, grabs his wallet packed with credit and bank machine cards, and zooms towards the liquor
store, supermarket, pharmacy, party, or dealer's residence. The first puff, snort, swallow, or
injection ignites the obsession-compulsion and his addicted brain consumes and consumes until
he achieves his level of tolerance (with stimulants, he can continue indefinitely until the quantity
or money is gone, or a robbery or arrest or medical emergency occurs). Eventually he suffers the
unmanageability all addicts dread and face. However, the insatiable brain will not be denied (see
the chapter twelve, Addendum on the Addicted Brain). Another inner (e.g., consuming memory)
trigger, or outer (e.g. grocery aisle) trigger stimulates his neurological pleasure pathways, and
euphoric recall intensifies. The addicted person either manages the cravings or succumbs and the
ritual phase begins anew. Narcotics Anonymous grimly predicts the inevitable outcome of
addiction: jails, institutions, or death.
These verses from James 1:14 are the best in the Bible depicting the sequence and cycle
of addiction: “…but each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and
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enticed. Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown,
gives birth to death.”

THE ADDICTIVE DISEASE PROCESS

I should mention that there are non-substance addictions that can fit within the
parameters of addictive behaviors: sex, love obsession, gambling, eating, spending-shopping,
exercise, work, dangerous-risky activities, and screen addictions (via the Internet, television,
DVD’s, video and computer games. All of these generate the predictable obsession and
neurological rush reinforcing the behavior. Extreme as it sounds, for some people food has the
same effect on the brain as psychoactive drugs).
So, we face the quandary, is addiction a disease? Are not diseases caused by microbes or
unhealthy lifestyles? Some are, but not all.
There continues to be perennial debate whether addiction (again, synonymous with
alcoholism or drug dependence) is a disease, and we will examine this argument. The American
Medical Association endorsed alcoholism as a disease more than seventy years ago. The
American Psychiatric Association, the American Public Health Association, the World Health
Organization, the American College of Physicians and other highly regarded organizations also
characterize addiction as a medical disease.
Perhaps the problem is simply a matter of definitions. While a drug is any chemical that
affects the body and its processes, our concern is how psychoactive drug addiction conforms to
the features of any disease process.
A disease is a destructive process and condition of a part, organ or system in an organism,
affecting structure, function or both, characterized by identifiable signs or symptoms. Diseases
can be transitory or chronic. While this is to some extent technical, all diseases have the
following features. First, consider the public health model.
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Agent: substance(s)

Host: addicted person

Environment

The person has such variables as age, race, sex, health status, and genetics.
The substances include quantity, potency, toxicity, frequency of usage and route of
administration (smoking is the fastest route because the chemicals reach the brain from ten to
twenty seconds, and hence is most reinforcing).
The environment are all of the people, places and things in the addicted person’s life.
Recovery requires a dramatic readjustment: total abstinence and total lifestyle change.
Typical aspects of any disease follow.
Name: the classification identifying and categorizing the disease (addiction); etiology:
causes or origin (relationship between us, the drug(s), and environment); epidemiology (how
diseases spread, social influences); diagnosis (e. g. alcohol dependence); signs and symptoms
(physical, psychological, social, and spiritual); progression (worsening of signs and symptomsconsuming more, more often and for longer time); prognosis (the predictable, probable outcome
of a disease, deterioration and death); treatment (addiction treatment facilities); remission
(abstinence plus working a recovery program); and relapse (a return or backsliding into a
diseased state). All diseases have these features.
In summary, a disease is a destructive process to the body, having signs and symptoms,
which are temporary or chronic and sometimes lifelong. ATOD addiction is a destructive process
to the brain and body; therefore, under these criteria, it is a disease.
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Most people and loved ones of addicted individuals are unfamiliar or unsympathetic with
the addictive disease process usually argue that while someone “catches” a cold, people “choose”
to drink and use, that they do not want to quit or are “weak-willed.” The objection has a major
fallacy: this type of disease process does not entail passive microbe infection, but involves agents
and experiences that we find pleasurable—and seek. Free will becomes enslaved. In the next
chapter, a series of assessment questions will help you self-diagnose whether and the extent that
you are addicted.

SOME BASIC ADDICTION CHALLENGES

BIOLOGICAL VULNERABILITY AND HEALTH RISKS
•

Genetic risk and vulnerability

•

Maternal drinking, using when pregnant

•

Brain vulnerability, changes, imbalance, impairment

•

AA "Allergy" - Step One

•

Smoking (nicotine)

•

Chronic stress

•

Sleep disorder

•

Poor diet, eating disorders

•

Gender

•

Health problems, disability

•

Age-aging

•

Race

•

Trauma Damage

PSYCHOLOGICAL LIABILITY
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•

Mental disorder(s): depression, anxiety, Bipolar (manic depression), obsessivecompulsive etc.

•

Trauma history → traumatic memories

•

Character defects/personality disorders

•

Denial-defenses, delusions, dishonesty, lying

•

Rebellious, grandiose, self-pity character traits

•

Shame ↔ negative beliefs, insecurity

•

Bitterness and unforgiveness

•

Stress

•

Grief, fear, resentment, anxiety, despair…

•

Shame

•

Superior or interior ego

•

"Self-will run riot," rebellious

•

AA “self-centeredness” as the root

•

Character defects- pride, envy, rage, greed, coveting, sloth, lust, dishonesty

SOCIAL DIFFICULTY
Childhood abuse, neglect or both, abandonment, losses, conflicts, major losses, isolation,
separation, co-dependence, criminal involvement, victim of abuse, crime etc., unemployment,
supervisor problems, etc., sexual compulsion, exploitation, abuse, co-dependence-enabling,
compulsive behaviors, non-substance addictions, conflicts, aggression, violence, addicted
partner-family-associates, separation, isolation, and lastly, cultural: consumerism, sexism,
racism, ageism, oppression etc. Trauma and tragedy open to door to ATOD problems.

SPIRITUAL OBSCURITY
•

Spiritual darkness

•

Spiritual bankruptcy

•

Making God in our image, projection
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•

Involvement in occult, "new age" etc.

•

Idolatry

•

Supernatural harassment, deception

•

Atheism

•

Agnosticism

•

Fanaticism

•

Believes in false religions and false gods, “New Age,” Satanism, occult

Addiction harms and damages our four main human dimensions: mind, body, spirit, and
relationships. It is no platitude: alcoholism-addiction is slow suicide. Compulsive consumption
causes organ damage and even destruction.
We have viewed statistics, types of substances, the disease model and process of
addiction, and four main addiction challenges.
In the next chapter, we will study assessments which will show you how your
consumption patterns have progressed and the inescapable unmanageability attached.
Returning to the Bible, it behooves us to consider an overview of the role of wine.

BRIEF SUMMARY OF BIBLICAL VIEWS ON WINE

For tens of thousands of years men have perfected the process of fermentation. Numerous
archaeologists believe that wines made from grapes existed for more than 10,000 years; mead
and beer were produced even earlier. The discovery of late Stone Age beer jugs shows that
fermented beverages existed at least as early as the Neolithic period, around 10,000 B.C.E.
Egyptian, Babylonian, Greek, Celt, and Norse communities kept records of production and
consumption of alcohol products. Wine clearly appeared as finished merchandise in Egyptian
pictographs around 4,000 B.C.E. As far back as 2000 B.C.E., the Code of Hammurabi set
standards for beer production and behavioral codes pertaining to drunkenness. We know that in
800 B.C.E. Sumerians produced alcohol products, because archaeological findings and
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cuneiform tablets show images of them drinking alcohol. Well then, there is no doubt people
have a long relationship with libation and inebriation. By the way, due to their ignorance about
sanitation as we know it, drinking beer and wine consumption was safer than drinking water.
What does God's written revelation, the Bible, have to say about these issues? We will briefly
explore this.
With sixty-three biblical references5 drunkards and drunkenness are described and
rebuked. The most common related word in the Bible is wine, with 238 references6 and whether
approved or condemned depends on the context—even if, in the context, the Hebrew or Greek
word or context means fermented or unfermented. Ancient Hebrews and many other people in
that era grew vineyards, made “grape juice” at harvest time, stored, fermented and drank it for
religious ceremonies and with meals. Ancient people revered wine; for instance, the Greek God
of wine was Dionysus. In the Hebrew Scriptures (Old Testament) unfermented grape juice was
deemed a blessing.
In the New Testament, reflect on these passages.
In Luke 22:18 Jesus said, “For I tell you I will not drink of the fruit of the vine until the
kingdom of God comes.” We should conclude Jesus drank unfermented grape juice, fermented
wine, or both. In 1 Timothy 5:23, Saint Paul recommended that both Jews and Gentiles who
believed in Messiah Jesus to “stop drinking only water, and use a little wine because of your
stomach and your frequent illnesses.” (This may be specific to Timothy’s gastrointestinal
malady).
However, there is no compelling scripture that describes drunkenness as a disease in our
contemporary sense, although the Proverbs verses at the beginning of this chapter reflect the
signs of heavy drinking: “Who has needless bruises? Who has bloodshot eyes?”
There are basically three views about alcohol in the Bible. Some people prohibit any and
all consumption of alcohol, both biblically and contemporarily. Others acknowledge moderate
applications in biblical days but forbid or discourage alcohol use in modern times; and there are
those endorsing moderate consumption of alcoholic beverages, while criticizing alcohol abuse
and dependency. This is an ongoing debate but for you, recovering from the bio-psycho-socialspiritual dangers of addiction, it is a moot point, as we will conclude below.
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CAN ADDICTED PEOPLE EVER MANAGE CONSUMPTION?

A question remains: can a Christian with the disease of alcoholism, graced by God’s
power and delivered from the obsession and craving to consume, ever be able to do drink
moderately and responsibly?
Given what we have learned about addiction’s mental preoccupation and obsession;
neurological and physiological cravings; impaired control over the substance(s); increased
neurological (and at times) physical tolerance; compulsive consumption episodes; defense
mechanisms such as denial, minimization, excuses, blaming, etc. and inevitable problems,
troubles, and misery, the answer is “No.” Too risky.
Alcoholics Victorious is a Christian recovery program influenced by Alcoholic
Anonymous, and their section, “Philosophy of Addiction & Recovery,” gives sensible and a
scientifically accurate response to why “once an alcoholic, always an alcoholic.”

Although an individual may be delivered from the compulsion to drink (and is no longer a
“drunkard” in the spiritual sense), we recognize that he is still an alcoholic in the therapeutic
sense. We believe the continued use of alcohol results in changes in the emotions, mind, and
body that do not disappear upon an alcoholic's salvation. On a physiological level, he will always
be “sensitized” to alcohol. Total abstinence, therefore, is a must; any use of alcohol can
“activate” the chemical mechanisms of addiction leading to compulsive drinking and behavior.
We believe this physical aspect of the disease of alcoholism will remain with the recovering
alcoholic until he is glorified and receives his new body from the Lord. With the
acknowledgement of this fact, the Christian alcoholic will be all the more diligent to abstain from
drinking, recognizing the dire consequences of alcohol use. We further believe that, if he never
drinks again, this physical aspect of the illness will have no other actual effect on his life and
Christian walk.7
The National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism8 has a section on their Web
Site, “FAQ for the General Public,” which asks and answers accordingly.

“Can a problem drinker simply cut down?” It depends. If that person has been diagnosed
as an alcoholic, the answer is “no.” Alcoholics who try to cut down on drinking rarely succeed.
Cutting out alcohol—that is, abstaining—is usually the best course for recovery. People who are
not alcohol dependent but who have experienced alcohol-related problems may be able to limit
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the amount they drink. If they cannot stay within those limits, they need to stop drinking
altogether.

AA has a solution: try some controlled drinking. “By your fruits” you will soon know the
truth.
A fact should be presented, however. There are some individuals who once upon a time
met the criteria for what is now designated as an Alcohol Use Disorder, but are presently mild
and responsible drinkers. This is called spontaneous remission. Note, however, most alcohol
dependent people will not have such success, because “a drink equals a drunk,” and therefore
they will have to maintain lifelong abstinence. All alcohol and other drug dependent people
encounter a recurrent delusion that “someday, someway” it will be safe for them to drink or use.
NA calls this a mental obsession and AA the phenomenon of craving.
Cemeteries are full of those lost souls—Christian or otherwise—who tried their luck,
tried to prove “spontaneous remission,” and ended having such epitaphs as “One won’t Hurt, I’ll
have just one, I’ll quit tomorrow.
Alcoholism is often fatal. Yet, the condition is clearly not hopeless.
Quoting Isaiah, our Messiah’s (and your) answer:

“The spirit of the Lord is upon me because He has anointed me to preach the good news to the
poor. He has sent me, to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recover of sight for the blind, to
release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:18-19).

The good news is that He gives great news. He preaches the good news to all in spiritual
and even economic poverty due to addiction; proclaims freedom for all prisoners of addiction;
recovers sight from all blinded by the obsession to drink or use; and proclaims the Lord’s favor
to all who feel abandoned and even outcaste. Believe!
In conclusion, we return to the scripture verse which launched this chapter: “The time has
come,” he said. “The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news” (Mark 1:15).
Indeed, your time has come. Today. Now. Not tomorrow. Now only is the Kingdom of
God near; He is present as I write and you read these lines. Christian recovery is all about good
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news, freedom, recovery and release.
In the next chapter, I shall show the role of despair and grace in facing and overcoming
your addiction.

________
1

See Cynthia Kuhn et al, Buzzed – The Straight Facts About the Most Used and Abused Drugs
from Alcohol to Ecstasy (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2008). This is a reputable
overview of psychoactive drugs and their harmful effects.
2

See Richard Davenport-Hines, The Pursuit of Oblivion: A Global History of Narcotics (New
York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2002). This is a fascinating chronicle of how opium use
evolved over millennia, and the enormous impact when synthesized into Opioid products.
3

Join Together. Since 1991 it has supported community-based efforts to advance effective
alcohol and drug policy, prevention, and treatment. I find this a valuable resource as they list
daily news about research into drugs and addiction, and other news.
4

Drugs, Brains and Behavior: The Science of Addiction (National Institute on Drug Abuse, NIH
Pub No. 07-5605, February 2007), p. 5. This is in public domain and can be ordered at no cost
through NIDA’s Website. Also, they list and describe most addicting substances.
5, 6

The Bible Gateway. www.biblegateway.com is a useful site for any Biblical interest,
including keying in any word, which highlights a word with derivations to search throughout the
Bible. There are countless others accessible as well.
7

Alcoholics Victorious. www.alcoholicsvictorious.org Founded in 1948, Alcoholics Victorious
support groups offer a safe environment where recovering people who recognize Jesus Christ as
their “Higher Power.” Members gather together and share their experience, strength, and hope.
AV meetings use both the Twelve Steps and the Alcoholics Victorious Creed. Celebrate
Recovery has more chapters and is a mainstay in many churches, and some participated in jails
and prisons.
8

www.niaaa.nih.gov/

28

CHAPTER TWO: DESPAIR

“As it is, it is no longer I myself, but it is sin living in me. For I have the desire to do good, but I
cannot carry it out. For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do—
this I keep on doing. What a wretched man I am. Who will rescue me from this body of death?
Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord” (Romans 7:17-19, 24-25).

How many past and contemporary souls have experienced wretched despair over bottles,
pills, pipes, and smokes? It is beyond comprehension. I met thousands over the years. Someone
in a recovery group once said, “The names change, but the game is the same.” Ecclesiastes
shows us the perpetual “before” picture: “I denied myself nothing my eyes desired; I refused my
heart no pleasure” (Ecclesiastes 2:10).
In the book Alcoholics Anonymous, Step One is “We admitted we were powerless over
alcohol—that our lives had become unmanageable.” Powerlessness and Unmanageability are
their key terms. Saint Paul perfectly experienced this: “the evil I do not want to do—this I keep
on doing. What a wretched man I am.” While some may protest “evil” is an exaggeration,
compulsively doing whatever we wish not to do causes wretched outcomes. We can and do cross
the invisible boundary into evil.
Step One highlights the word powerless. If power is capacity, ability, and influence, the
step and this ladder rung informs us there is someone or something in our experience more
powerful than we are, and will actually overpower us. In Western religious traditions, sin would
be the center of powerlessness. (In Eastern religious traditions, ignorance, self-serving craving,
and attachment would be central). We are all guilty of self-indulgence, self-reliance, selfcenteredness, and even self-righteousness—all of the many shades of pride.
Who and what are our idols? Can any idol save us from ourselves? Addiction is idolatry.
The road to excess leads to the dungeon of addiction. Addiction is living on death row. The
insane cycle of dependency is the addict endlessly chasing pleasure and catching pain. Why is it
easiest to deceive ourselves? Some characterizations follow.
Payday euphoria: this was the high we experienced when we grabbed our paychecks or
received income tax refunds. Like Pavlov’s dog, we salivated and yapped as bells rang in our
minds. Quaking with anticipation, there was nothing left but the frenzied race to the bank or
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cashier, then to the liquor store, supermarket, gas station, pharmacy, or local dealer.
One splendid Friday evening, Willpower picked up Drugpower, who was hitchhiking on
the Road to Recovery. Soon they exited into a deserted side street, parked, and climbed into the
back seat. The vehicle slid farther and further downhill.
Some of us sank so low that we had to look up to see down.
Addicted people know much about nothingness and death. We see it in every empty
bottle, beer can, pipe bowl, used syringe, pill bottle, stash box, and bathroom mirror. Our
universe shrinks into some liquid (alcohol), solid (pills), or gas (smoke); yet the emptiness we
feel is infinite. The dark scythe swings through our bodies, minds and spirits. Our shadows
darken the lives of family, friends, and loved ones. Our hopes vanish like dew in summer heat.
We sometimes long for the silence and stillness suicide may offer, imagining our consciousness
and cells dissolving into a dark void. The symbolism of the cross fits well. We were crucified on
the cross of our addiction, and during every consumption we drove our nails a little deeper. We
carried that crushing chemical crossbar everywhere we went. We had to die on our drug crosses
before we could rise from the empty, dark bottom and be resurrected into new life. It is the great
paradox that by admitting unconditional powerlessness, the way opens for a greater power to
enter our lives.
Psalm 22, that familiar psalm, is normally spoken or sang at Good Friday services. In
verse 1, Jesus’ crucifixion nears fulfillment: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?
Why are you so far from saving me, so far from the words of my groaning?” Perhaps your abuse
and addiction have not progressed to the late stage where you have prayed earnestly for
deliverance (or death?), but have not and wondered (or imagined) that God abandoned you.
Sincere Christians often suppose their sin (addiction) is so powerful and have suffered many
consequences, even that God forsakes them. While this is another of the evil one’s disgraceful
lies, if you feel this, it becomes your truth. Deut. 31:6: Be strong and of good courage, do not
fear nor be afraid of them; for the Lord your God, He is the One who goes with you. He will not
leave you nor forsake you.” You are His child. Let Phil. 4:13 be your mantra!
As my marijuana use continued, some mornings I woke up with a hemp headache and felt
that loathsome hangover. Undeniably, I prayed not to use anymore (but never permanently!) On
a few occasions, when sufficiently disgusted, I dumped and flushed the remainder from a baggie
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down the commode. However, I was not sincere and motivated to want to stop, so sooner or later
I would feel bored, anxious, and lonely which triggered thoughts and then desires for it, until I
rationalized making the necessary call to procure another stash. Thus the addiction cycle rotated
around—once again. Simplistic as it sounds, recovery is a matter of either being not ready, or
ready to change. I was not ready for several years and continued to ride the cannabis express.

JANE AND JOHN - ONE YEAR LATER

Having met at a party, Jane and John dated several months, and married. Both were
raised as Christians but neither had attended church in years. Apart from grace at meals, both had
little prayer life and no intimacy with our Lord. John drinks a sixteen ounce beer after dinner and
takes one prescribed Ambien, which is at his bedside. He is a pack a day smoker with
hypertension. Jane drinks a standard glass of wine as a nightcap and also takes an Ambien every
bedtime. She is a half-a-pack-a-day smoker with ulcers. She avoids Stadol and other opiates,
however. Jane’s indwelling Holy Spirit stirred her conscience, and she decided to attend a
church. John, who was a marginal attendee before he ceased altogether, shrugged that off. Our
Lord worked in Jane and she decided to stop drinking. God remained patient with John.
She began having sleep problems and soon doubled her Ambien dose. When that ceased
working, she added an OTC drug, Benadryl, which has Diphenhydramine, a mild sedative
causing drowsiness in some people. Jane achieved the desired effect and it worked—for a while.
Ultimately she had to double that dose too. Predictably, mornings were hazy and two cups of
coffee hardly enabled her to get to work on time. One day at work she became congested, and
thought of her Benadryl—which happened to be in her purse. She took two (we are creatures of
habit) which worked but oddly had no sedative effect and energized her (Opioid and alcohol
addicts confirm how that painkiller or drink energizes them like a stimulant.) A few hours later,
she felt a “crash” and took another one. Soon she was taking six a day including the two at night.
Her insomnia returned, and since her physician wisely would not prescribe more Ambien, she
simply went to an urgent care center and got another prescription. Four at bedtime seemed a bit
much, she reflected, but who wants to toss and turn until well after midnight? “Not with my
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stupid job,” she reasoned.
It was her birthday. John took her to an Oriental restaurant and she drank a glass of plum
wine. Later that evening John surprised her with a four-pack of wine in small (“petite” as he
called them) bottles for Jane. The romantic intent was, shall we say, fairly obvious and after
consummation and afterglow, she completed her evening pill ritual. Hours later, deafening
thunder woke John as lightning struck a tree in their backyard. He noticed that during another
lightening flash, Jane was asleep with her mouth open. He thought something was odd and tried
to awaken her. She did not move; he switched on a light, saw her breathing slowly, and shook
her violently without success. Alarmed, he called 911 and via EMS Jane went to the emergency
room, where they had to revive her. She was hospitalized for a few days in intensive care and
then convalesced on a regular medical ward. She was given a nicotine inhaler to quell her
nicotine withdrawal.
John had a few nights to ponder and reflect. He remembered his physician telling him
about the risks of his hypertension and his family history of cancer. In addition, he also had
trouble sleeping and was tempted to double his Ambien, but something (Some One?) impressed
upon him not to, so he tolerated some sleep deprivation. He kept thinking about his coveted
cigarettes, and suddenly recalled a question on a smoking cessation pamphlet he read in the
emergency room: why are you paying a tobacco company to kill yourself? He had an epiphany
or, as they say “in the rooms” of AA and NA, a spiritual awakening. He decided that it was time
to stop smoking, and called his physician about some nicotine replacement therapy and also how
to quit Ambien (John’s doctor gently tapered him off Ambien over several weeks). Being cheap
at heart, he didn’t want to switch to E-cigarettes.
Jane had considerable time to mull over her overdose. She too decided it was time to stop
drinking and cease taking Benadryl.
During visitation, the couple talked honestly about their lives. At discharge a nurse
referred Jane to a local outpatient addictions treatment center. Jane decided to attend an
assessment appointment and John accompanied her. However, she heard someone say “you can’t
quit everything at once.” She obsessed about stopping at a store for cigarettes when she would be
discharged from the hospital. Indeed, she did for “My buddies.”
Jane accidentally overdosed due to her tolerance increase and on that fateful evening,
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mixed an almost lethal concoction of two glasses of wine with four Ambien and two Benadryl as
chasers. Multiple drugs tend to magnify each other’s effect, which in this case, almost sent Jane
to the morgue. In addition, they both consume perhaps the most addicting drug in the world—
nicotine, which is a poisonous, psychoactive stimulant. However, while the dose is not enough to
be toxic, the thousands of chemicals released by thermal combustion are noxious agents and
dozens are carcinogens.
John was not ready or willing to quit his cherished sixteen ounce beer after dinner. On
most weekends, he devoted an afternoon or early evening with his buddies at the sports bar. Two
were his limit and a few of his comrades would kid him about it.
Remember that willpower is irrelevant; it is not about him or anyone else being able to
“control” drinking. In fact, anyone who tries to control amounts and frequencies has already lost
control; why else would they bother to try to control? Addiction clinicians label this impaired
control. John simply did not have the neurological conditions promoting increased tolerance and
the flood of dopamine release (see Chapter Eleven, The Addicted Brain) that alcohol addicts
tragically possess. Did he have a drinking problem? When we factor in John sometimes drove
home after finishing his second beer, due to his weight, 195 lbs., he would not legally be driving
while impaired (DWI) since in most states the blood alcohol content is 0.08 or 0.10. However,
the sedative alcohol has been proved to cause drivers delay in visual tracking and rapid response
with as little as 0.02 BAC. In his case, his tolerance peaked at one to two beers. Certainly,
drinking added to his problems.
Following from this, how does one know if consumption of any psychoactive drug
crosses the line between simple harmless consumption, into problem consumption, into
addiction?

MODERATE AND RESPONSIBLE DRINKING

For contrast, let us define moderate and responsible drinking.1 Some common-sense standards
that act as reliable guidelines follow. Moderate, responsible drinkers:
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•

Set limits and controls, and adhere to them with rarely any deviation. They control
when (times), where (places), how much (amount), how often (frequency), and how
long (duration) drinking occurs.

•

Their limits and controls remain constant over their lifetimes (exceptions occur, such
as those who have been in college, or other young adults where alcohol consumption
peaks, but eventually reduce drinking into these guidelines).

•

Retain a healthy respect for the power of alcohol and its risks, and abide by a code of
rational, moral, and social responsibility during and after drinking.

•

Limit drinking from one to two drinks. The drinker can and does wait between drinks
(and may nurse a drink until it gets warm).

•

Never or rarely drinks to get drunk, and hangovers are unusual.

•

Refuse unwanted offers for more alcohol.

•

Drink to supplement mealtime, social, ceremonial, or religious events.

•

Never drink before or during role commitments or responsibilities, such as parenting,
studying, working, or supervising others.

•

Respect the rights and privacy of others, and believe self-control is imperative.

•

Never drive vehicles (including boats, machinery) during or after drinking, and
always arrange for sober drivers.

The National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism (NIAAA) at
www.niaaa.nih.gov, has a section “FAQ for the General Public.” It poses this question and
response:
“What is a safe level of drinking? For most adults, moderate alcohol use—up to two
drinks per day for men and one drink per day for women and older people—causes few if any
problems. (One drink equals one 12-ounce bottle of beer or wine cooler, one 5-ounce glass of
wine, or 1.5 ounces of 80-proof distilled spirits).
“Certain people should not drink at all: women who are pregnant or trying to become
pregnant; people who plan to drive or engage in other activities that require alertness and skill
(such as driving a car); people taking certain over-the-counter or prescription medications;
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people with medical conditions that can be made worse by drinking; recovering alcoholics; and
people younger than age 21.”
If drinking (or using) never causes any problems with anyone, anywhere or at any time,
this fact qualifies as moderate drinking within NIAAA’s parameters. I find this a useful
guideline—bearing in mind it is merely that and not a fixed standard, for reasons which we will
now explore.

ADDICTION ASSESSMENTS

The following questions I use enable self-diagnosis, which exposes a substance Use Disorder,
ranging from mild to severe based on the number checked. Check any question that has
happened in the last 12 months:

1.

___ Do you ever drink/use alone?

2.

___ Do you lie, minimize, excuse, or hide how much or how often you drink/use?

3.

___ Do you wish others would mind their own business about your drinking/using?

4.

___ Do you consume more and more and then try to cut down—but end up
increasing drinking/using to former amounts?

5.

___ Do you seriously attempt to control or quit drinking/using and fail?

6.

___ Do you felt defensive, guilty, or worried about your drinking/using?

7.

___ Is your drinking/using making your home life unhappy and stressful?

8.

___ Do you have multiple doctors prescribing the same/same kind of drug? Take
someone else’s pills?

9.

___ Do you felt remorse and regret about what you said or did during—or after—
drinking/using?

10.

___ Is your drinking/using causing problems, and costing more and more money?
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11.

___ Are there times you feel you are drinking/using too much?

What does your assessment reveal to you?
These are designed to assist you in either identifying problems, or confirming them. Any
positive responses indicate a problem. Either you control amounts or frequencies of
consumption, or permanently stop, or seek help if you cannot control or stop your use. Things
will deteriorate and troubles burgeon.
For loved ones, the following questions help to determine if his or her drinking has
passed beyond moderate and responsible drinking (using) patterns.

•

Does the drinker consume progressively more alcohol over time?

•

Has the drinker promised to cut down, quit, or both—but sooner or later resumed to
previous levels? Some drinkers "quit" for weeks, months, or even years, but start
again and progress rapidly as if to make up for lost time. (Moderate drinkers have no
desire or need to reduce or cease their drinking).

•

Does the drinker seem anxious, moody, and restless before the first drink—and
exhibit observable personality changes as drinking continues?

•

Does drinking cause continuous worries, problems, and troubles? These may be
marital-relational, familial, occupational, educational, legal, social, recreational,
sexual, financial, or medical—which recur again and again.

•

Does the drinker deny that those problems and troubles are related to drinking?
Again, the drinker may minimize, blame, excuse, or rationalize but cannot understand
that drinking causes or complicates problems or troubles—especially for other
people.

•

Has the drinker ever lied about drinking: where, when, how much, and stashed
bottles? This too is one of the many shades of denial; the drinker hides and lies to
avoid concerns from “complaining” and “unreasonable” loved ones.

•

Has the drinker sincerely stated he or she cannot remember things said or done while
drinking, although someone is a witness or there is incontestable circumstantial
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evidence? (This is a blackout or alcohol-induced amnesia. Many addiction clinician
professionals believe that blackouts permanently prevent any return to moderate and
responsible drinking).

One other point: certain drugs can cause physical withdrawal which, in some cases, can
be fatal. People physically dependent on alcohol and sedatives, who abruptly stop, may
experience degrees of medical symptoms. Please do not procrastinate should you experience
these symptoms; as soon as possible see a physician or go to an emergency room. Alcohol
and sedative withdrawal can be fatal.
The typical question is raised: with such continued loss of control and problems, why will
not the alcoholic person “wake up” and stop?

DEFENSE MECHANISMS

Recall how John rationalized continuing to drink and even drive after dinking while
impaired; Jane rationalized resuming smoking. Addicted people have a host of defense
mechanisms which they utilize, serving to buttress and sustain active addiction. They function to
“protect” us from anxiety, discomfort, and distress to the extent we consciously are not aware
they operate. They are varieties of self-deception. Everyone has these! In Genesis 3:12, what was
Adam’s rationalization when our Lord interrogated him? ”The woman you put here with me—
she gave me some fruit from the tree, and I ate it.” We suppose Adam was new at making
excuses. Notice that he does not even say “Eve” but ”the woman you put here”; Adam tries to
distance himself by referring to Eve in third person (after all, Adam did not put her “here”).
When God confronts Eve, she protests, “the serpent deceived me, and I ate.” At least she was
more honest.
These defenses are tenacious and require analysis. People in addiction use psychological
defenses to “defend” and maintain addictive behavior. They sincerely “believe” their defenses.
They employ unconscious defenses to insane degrees. AA categorizes them as “stinking
thinking,” and all promote self-deception. Self-deception is when we wink at ourselves, as some
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addicted person jibed.
In particular, lying and conning are conscious and willful falsehoods. “I didn’t drink!”
This differs from the subsequent defenses listed below, in that they are unconscious and operate
outside of adult awareness. They remain imbedded and chronic because the addicted person is
unaware of their operation. These common unconscious, habitual, and automatic defenses
follow. Circle any you have thought or said.

•

Denial is the simplest defense to understand. You simply refuse to acknowledge what has
happened, is happening or will happen. You reject the facts. In essence, “Not me!” One
client said, “That is when you believe in your lies.” D-E-N-I-A-L is an acronym: Don’t
Even Know I Am Lying.

•

Repression: you block out, forget, and store into unconsciousness painful consequences.
Who wants to recall a violent argument in the kitchen?

•

Black outs: you have genuine memory loss, i.e., substance-caused amnesia about an event
and your behavior. This is a major turning point in your addictive disease progression.

•

Rationalize: you perfect the art of changing phony excuses into plausible reasons. A pun
is “rational lies.” Answer this: “I drink or use because _______.” (Fill in the blank).

•

Minimize: You downsize, reduce amounts or diminish consequences. “I had a few, a
couple.” Normally one uses this when pleading with an arresting officer or when
responding to an irate spouse.

•

Blaming: you accuse someone or something. “If it weren’t for you.”

•

Secretive: you hide and conceal impulses, facts, and paraphernalia (bottles, pills, etc.).
Most addicts have a stash hidden somewhere.

•

Projection: you assume someone else thinks or feels like oneself. “You’re hateful” (when
you feel hateful).

•

Intellectualize: you fabricate long-winded rationalizations. Marijuana users often engage
this defense.

•

Intimidation: you become hostile. This works well with loved ones, who avoid conflicts.
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•

Switching: you change the subject. Change the substance. Change jobs, partners, cities or
even states.

•

Isolation: you withdraw from everyone, being alone in a basement, den, garage, even
among people while scheming about the next consumption installment.

•

Rescuing: usually your loved ones strive to cover-up your consequences. They call the
boss because of the flu (“bottle flu”). Please be reminded that the counterparts to AA and
NA are Al-anon and Nar-Anon, community support groups who encourage and guide
loved ones and concerned people of addicts. All addiction treatment centers have
resources and most have family programs.

•

Willpower: AA aptly calls this “ego inflation.” “I’ll quit. I’ll stop.” This is pure delusion
for addicted people having the addicted brain disease described in the chapter eleven
about the addicted brain. In Alcoholics Anonymous, they perceptively warn that as your
abstinence time lengthens, stinking thinking will try to con you into imagining you can
consume “one” and control it. The pickle fancies it can return to being a cucumber, as the
expression goes.

The addiction cycle reminds us why returning to “Eden” is impossible: trigger(s) →
preoccupation-obsession → preparation and seeking ritual → compulsive consumption
episode (lasting days, weeks, months, or years) → immediate or inevitable unmanageability
→ triggers . . . until either a crisis interrupts the sequence or Narcotics Anonymous’
prophecy of “jails, institutions or death” results. Every stinking drink followed a stinking
thought, as the expression goes. Vernon Johnson’s model of progression is depicted in his
book I’ll Quit Tomorrow.
“We admitted . . .” the beginning of Step One, is the penetration of the addicted person’s
denial and legion of defenses described previously, by one’s truth and honest admission and
declaration. Admit can mean “to enter,” e. g., the cracked window shade admitted some light.
Also it means to accommodate, provide room for, grant as valid or true, and concede. In old
TV courtroom scenes, the DA demands, “Admit it! Admit it.” To admit has the radical
meaning of “acknowledgment,” “avowal,” with the person implying a change of conviction
or of course of conduct. Step One entails “confession” only. Repentance, which is both
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turning away (abstaining from drugs) and broadly, sin, and a turning toward God and
recovering/Christian community, is inferred throughout the remainder of the Twelve Steps.
Step One describes powerlessness and unmanageability. Here again, Saint Paul’s famous
lament in Romans 7:15 foreshadow Step One: “I do not understand what I do. For what I
want to do I do not do, but hate what I do.” Can there be a better biblical summary of
addiction?

MY DEBUT—AND MY NEMESIS

Oddly enough, for a follower like me, I never tried cannabis savita in high school
although I had opportunities. In the seventh grade my dad gave me a pamphlet on the horrors of
narcotic addiction, and I saw Frank Sinatra in The Man with the Golden Arm. Sinatra gave a
graphic portrayal of a heroin addict struggling and suffering from heroin withdrawal. That scared
me for years. However, given that in 1968 everyone but the President of the United States and
the Pope in Italy were the only humans not stoned, I tried marijuana (AKA weed etc.) a number
of times, without success. Those around me were glassy-eyed and grinning like, as my dad used
to say, a mule eating briars. Frustrated, I wondered why I couldn’t even get high.
I attended a Yankton College, a small college in Yankton, South Dakota (let us say my
GPA was not stellar). A guy I knew at Millburn High School also attended there. He was known
to have great cannabis connections, and he found out about my inability to get loaded. I supposed
that was because I was athletic, played basketball in the gym every afternoon after classes, and
never smoked cigarettes.
“Hey Peter, I got some Panama Red! Want to get your pot cherry busted?”
That Friday evening, in a South Dakota winter, he had turned everyone in the house on to
his personal stash. Most lay around comatose, drooling, and one appeared to be in advanced rigor
mortis. This bushy student snored in a chair with his head leaning at a 45o degree angle, although
his body was perpendicular. (The next day I heard he had such a crick in his neck that he had to
go to the hospital emergency room, and later wore a neck brace around campus for weeks).
For nearly an hour, I smoked, coughed, smoked, hacked, smoked, and coughed.
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“We’ll stay here all night until you get high,” he vowed.
We were sitting on the landing at the top of the stairs. Attached near the ceiling were two
adjacent speakers blaring The Doors epic song on their first album, “The End.” I took my 1,000
hit from the pipe—and wham! The speaker music quickly retreated in opposite directions until
they sounded like they were playing at the far ends of a stadium. I looked downstairs, which
retreated in the distance like that eerie vanishing hotel corridor scene in The Shining. Finally, I
had that glassy-eyed look.
“You got off this time, didn’t you?”
I mumbled something incoherent, stood and swayed like a mast. My feet sank into the
floor and disappeared. “Where the heck did my feet go?” I wondered. He went downstairs and I
braced myself with both hands against the walls, as if I was in a rowboat in a squall. Eventually I
floated down the stairs and made it to a couch. My last conscious moment was the long-haired
guy passed out in chair, his head leaning diagonally. The Doors played on. I passed out on a
couch. When I woke up, I wobbled to the car and it was a miracle that I drove safely to the dorm.
“Wow” was forever stored in my brain, but little did I know I was addicted.
Sin never entered my mind.
Relentlessly, as the years passed in my hemp haze, I was oblivious that “It is not the
healthy who need a doctor, but the sick” (Mark 17:17). The sickest souls do not know they are
sick. Nor I did not know the following verses existed, but it applied to me as it does for you.
Lord, there is no one like you to help the powerless against the mighty. Help us, O Lord
our God, for we rely on you, and in your name we have come against this vast army” (2
Chronicles 14:11). The “mighty” is the power our drug(s) of compulsion have on our brains, our
bodies and our lives. The “army” is the countless varieties of psychoactive substances,
associates, and places involved.
Wretchedness is the realization we cannot stop on our own and the misery that not only
follows after each episode, it becomes a pervasive mood and state of being. It is not fun
anymore. What is more, the problem is in human will, which we shall look into from a biblical
viewpoint.

BIBLICAL TRUTH: WILL AND SIN
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What are we as people, humans? Initially, we will explore some biblical descriptions of
us as human beings and the “human condition” from a biblical perspective in Genesis, a most
fitting foundation.
In Genesis, God Most High offers us a discerning and sublime link for people in general,
and Christians battling addiction in particular.

“Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish
of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures
that move along the ground.” So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he
created him; male and female he created them” (Genesis 1:26-27).

Imago Dei, “image of God”: what does this crucial passage reveal about us? We are not
solely anthropomorphic, “human form” but theomorphic, God form. We are created in the image
of God in our moral, spiritual, rational and relational nature. We have His divine attributes of
mind, language, creativity, freedom, decision, commitment, heart, emotion, love, conscience,
memory, and mercy. Note, though, that we are not divine; there is a crucial difference between
image and divinity.
Our response is to hear, obey, and live under His will. God cannot act contrary to His
will; we can and regrettably, do—both to His will, and ours.
What else does the Bible reveal about us as created human beings? Have the incalculable
men and women who studied Homo sapiens over the eons improved upon God’s revelation given
to those extraordinary souls, privileged to leave His truths in the Bible? The basics of our
humanity follow.
The human body was created good. If the human body was sin or evil, why did Jesus
have one? Ravi Zacharias, a gifted writer and preacher, observes, “But in His incarnation He
exalts the body, first by being conceived in the womb of a virgin, then by taking human form and
giving it the glorious expression of God in the flesh.”3
The bad news is our will. From ancient times, the major world religions have given us a
graphic self-portrait: beyond primordial survival instincts, tribal loyalties, and ceaseless struggles
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with good and evil forces, we have an innate capacity to decide our destinies. We are stewards of
this planet. We are gods in our own right. Nevertheless, we are gods with tragic flaws. Emerson
joked, “A man is a god in ruins.”
In his famous book Varieties of Religious Experience, William James diagnoses the
human condition and the “deliverance” accordingly: “It consists of two parts: 1. The uneasiness,
reduced to its simplest terms, is a sense that there is something wrong about us as we naturally
stand. 2. The solution is a sense that we are saved from the wrongness by making proper
connection with a higher power.”4
Pascal comments on this aberration of will. “What sort of a freak then is man! How
novel, how monstrous, how chaotic, how paradoxical, how prodigious! Judge of all things, feeble
earthworm, repository of truth, sink of doubt and error, glory and refuse of the universe!”5
“Something wrong about us as we naturally stand?” This is clearly portrayed in the
Garden of Eden account, so rich in human and spiritual truths. If we gain an understanding of the
problem, we can zero into the solution.
The original sin (Genesis 3:3) was that Eve believed “the serpent, [which] was more
crafty than any of the wild animals the Lord God had made”—not the Lord God of Hosts. She
trusted it rather than Him. It tempted her by pandering to her curiosity, taste, and intellectual
pride by declaring fruit was also “desirable for gaining wisdom.”
This creature insinuated that God lied about the real properties of the tree of knowledge,
and cleverly cites a partial truth about His motive. However much we may sympathize that Eve
succumbed to the ultimate sneaky, crafty, devious, and conniving creature on earth, she willfully
and with premeditation plucked the fruit, ate it, and gave it to Adam who also ate. There is
indeed sin in wrong desire, as we shall study in chapter ten, “Temptation,” but it is action that
consummated their desires. Blatant disobedience and betrayal of God’s will was the sin—which
is also the genesis of all evil.
How different is this than beer and liquor ads on television, and cigarette ads in
magazines that are pleasing to the eye . . . ?
As a result, we are made in the image and likeness of God; yet we have “free” will and
can choose to truth and live within His will or not. When we defy His loving instructions for us,
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all pandemonium breaks loose. Deuteronomy 30:15-20 illustrates this convincingly: “See, I set
before you today life and prosperity, death and destruction.”

SIN = ADDICTION; ADDICTION = SIN?

At this point it will be helpful for us to gain a consensus on sin. Addicted people and
especially those with Christian roots feel sin deeply. I am certain that you are wracked with guilt,
regret, remorse, and shame that surely trouble you as a result of your inability to manage your
drug(s) of preference. Some of you are tormented by sin among your many other concerns. Bear
with me as it shall help us to understand the meaning of sin and the sin ↔ addiction relationship.
In its simplest definition, sin is knowledge of God’s will and our unwillingness or
inability to fulfill it. But, it is (unfortunately) deeper, as sin has numerous nuances.
The two main currents of sin are transgression of God’s law and will, and missing the
mark. In Romans 3:23 Paul bluntly states “for all have sinned and fall of the glory of God,”
which encompasses both wrong action and going astray.
Transgression is a legal and theological term for knowingly going against our Lord’s holy
love for us. The main sense is to rebel. To transgress means “to step across” or “to go beyond a
set boundary or limit.” We see a NO TRESPASSING sign while strolling on a pine straw path,
glance around to see if anyone is looking, then willfully turn in that direction and cross over the
line wondering what will ”be pleasing to the eye.” In 1 John 3:4 it is written “Everyone who sins
breaks the law; in fact, sin is lawlessness.” I was an outlaw by the atheistic life I led; I
transgressed against our Lord and our Savior’s Law of Love.
The other basic meaning of sin is to “miss the mark.” This has the sense of our error,
negligence, ignorance, and inaccuracy. It is like a spiritual defect. The English word sin was
originally an archery term. The distance from the center of the bull’s eye to the point where an
arrow struck is known as the “sin of the arrow.” Imagine trying to hit a round target that floated
and darted like a cursor on a screen!
Sin resides in human nature, our “hearts,” minds, in rebellious if not evil thoughts,
unbelief, and behavior. Sin is our alienation from our Lord, and our betrayal of the trust and
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stewardship He gave us. Again this paradox: we are made in His image but through human
nature, our wills entertain bad choices and make brainless decisions.
Transgression is wrong doing; missing the mark this failure to so what is right, good, and
just. Compared to God’s Absolute Spirit, Job 4:17 states the dilemma: “Can a mortal be
righteous than God? Can a man be more pure than his Maker?” Here is our universal human
predicament. We lack the power to consistently be and act good enough—again compared to our
Absolutely Pure God. Sins of commission are wrongdoings; sins of omission are omission of
“right-doings.” James 4:17 jolts us: “Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought to do and does
not do it, sins.”
Lord Jesus clarified this divine standard in Matthew 5:21-22: “You have heard that it was
said to the people long ago, ‘Do not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to
judgment.’ “But I tell you that anyone is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment.” To
modify Jesus’ inward focus in Matthew 5:27 on adultery, if a man looks at someone with malice
in his eye, he has already committed murder in his heart. Jesus focused upon our innermost
hearts. Such is our test as Christians.
When we sin, we do not do what we like; we do what sin likes. The opposite of sin is not
virtue, but faith in Him who redeems, delivers and enables us to live it out.
Is addiction sin? Of course it is. All idolatry is sin. My intent is not to amplify the voices
of despair and remorse that you already hear in your conscience as an addicted Christian. There
is power in naming whatever enemy thwarts our Christian journeys. Some of you may have been
“sinned upon” in your church backgrounds, and may have to be “detoxed” by loving pastors and
loving church communities. On the other hand, we cannot afford to diminish, ignore, or be in
denial about the power of sin in the world, the flesh (will), and the devil. Addiction is actually a
symptom, not the sickness.
Perhaps you have been “sinned” against and tend to recoil as a result. Other biblical
images may be more inviting. For instance, the bondage and liberation of Israel from Egypt may
fit for you. Or, the exile of the lost Israelites to Babylon and return to Judea, or the parable of the
Lost Coin (Luke 15:8-10) may resonate. You may relate with the blind man in John 9 who
received his sight so the blind can see. Addiction is also about being in bondage, lost and
blinded.
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In any event, Paul in 2 Corinthians 12:7 gives us a graphic metaphor of our human
condition and can represent sin in all of us: “There was given me a thorn in my flesh, a
messenger of Satan, to torment me.” For you and me, that addiction is plainly the thorn in our
flesh. So be it.
For us, we have to both admit complete defeat and surrender over the power of our
drug(s) of compulsion, and sin. “Am I an alcoholic?” “Am I an addict?” Ovid wrote “Where
belief is painful, we are slow to believe.” It is quite a transformation from I am “not” to I am. For
some addicted souls, this may take years and even decades.
Paradoxically, despair and wretchedness are often a necessary blessing. Such gloom can
be a friend and motivate us to stop through the support of God and others; like the Prodigal son,
you can turn back towards our loving Father. AA says Step One is “I can’t.” Step Two is, “We
can.” AA speaks of a Power greater than ourselves (notice “power” is capitalized in this step)
and Twelve-Step members usually talk about their “higher power.” We as Christians joyfully
talk about our Highest Power, the Almighty in Genesis 1:1, “In the beginning God created the
heavens and the earth.” He will re-create you again and again in His image.
Since we each are an Imago Dei, the Good News should be the Greatest News! Recall the
magnificent verses in 1 John 3:1: “How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we
should be called children of God! And that is what we are!” We return to that essential fact that
nothing you did can change His love for you. AA has a wonderful saying: If God feels distant,
guess who moved?
Whatever you feel about yourself, and indeed addiction perpetuates regret, shame, and
self-loathing, pray to believe that His image dwells with you; He lavishes His love upon you; and
He gives you His Holy Spirit so you can embark upon your recovery journey. Believe and
receive. Pascal summarizes this brilliantly: “Knowing God without knowing our own
wretchedness makes for pride. Knowing our own wretchedness without knowing God makes for
despair. Knowing Jesus Christ strikes the balance because he shows us both God and our own
wretchedness.”6
For your inspiration: “When we were overwhelmed by sins, you forgave [made
atonement for, purged] our transgressions” (Psalm 65:3). Knowing and trusting Him, you and I
can fulfill Acts 17:30: “In the past God overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands all
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people everywhere to repent.” Change mind and direction. Despair can drive you from your
predicament to the Great Physician.

SUMMARY OF GOD’S GRACE AND OUR RESPONSE

“For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ” (John
1:17). Under the Law, God demanded righteousness, under grace God graced us with His
righteousness. “Therefore I tell you that no one who is speaking by the Spirit of God says, ‘Jesus
be cursed,’ and no one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ except by the Holy Spirit” (1 Corinthians 12:3).
The Holy Spirit enables and edifies us. “For those God foreknew he also predestined to be
conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. And
those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, [He
converts = saves (Matthew 19:26), He sanctifies = makes holy (John 17:17)], he also glorified”
(Romans 8:29). This is a logical sequence that, by and large, happens at our salvation.7 This is
both an event and a process. “When the disciples heard this, they were greatly astonished and
asked, ‘Who then can be saved?’ Jesus looked at them and said, ‘With man this is impossible,
but with God all things are possible’” (Matthew 19:23-26).
Our response: “That if you confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your
heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For it is with your heart that you
believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved” (Romans 10:
9-10).
”We live by faith, not by sight” (2 Corinthians 5:7).
In this chapter, “Despair,” we compared and contrasted moderate vs. addictive drinking,
the role of our will and sin, the relationship of sin and addiction, and God’s perpetual grace and
mercy for His children—you and me. Pascal, quoted above, is worth repeating: “Knowing Jesus
Christ strikes the balance because he shows us both God and our own wretchedness.”
Having examined the rungs of The Kingdom and now Despair, we next step up to Power
in Weakness.
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________

1

It is extremely difficult to standardize and differentiate between non-excessive and excessive
alcohol consumption. The Center for Disease Control has a Website, www.cdc.gov/alcohol. It
states, “Excessive alcohol use, either in the form of heavy drinking (drinking more than two
drinks per day on average for men or more than one drink per day on average for women), or
binge drinking (drinking 5 or more drinks during a single occasion for men or 4 or more drinks
during a single occasion for women), can lead to increased risk of health problems such as liver
disease or unintentional injuries. According to recent national surveys, more than half of the
adult U.S. population drank alcohol in the past thirty days. Approximately 5% of the total
population drank heavily, while 15% of the population binge drank. From 2001–2005, there were
approximately 79,000 deaths annually attributable to excessive alcohol use. In fact excessive
alcohol use is the 3rd leading lifestyle-related cause of death for people in the United States each
year.” However, “social drinking” is misleading as excessive drinkers drink “socially.” This may
suffice: whatever amount one consumes regularly, if that causes ongoing problems that is
excessive drinking.
2

Vernon E. Johnson, I’ll Quit Tomorrow: A Practical Guide to Alcoholism Treatment (New
York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1990). The author lists dozens of defenses. He accepts the
proven fact that the whole person must be treated with multidisciplinary interventions on their
physical, mental, psychological, and spiritual dimensions. Because alcoholism consumes its
victim, if one or more of these areas of treatment are neglected, recovery is threatened and
relapse is predictable. I recommend this book to all of my addicted clients.
3

Ravi Zacharias, Jesus Among Other Gods (Nashville: W. Publishing Group, 2000), 72. He is a
joy to read and is a mesmerizing preacher.
4

William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience (New York: Penguin Books, 1985), 508.
William James (1842 to 1910) was a pioneering psychologist and philosopher. He wrote volumes
of influential books on psychology, psychology of religious experience, and the philosophy of
pragmatism. This book appears on lists of the 100 most important books of the Twentieth
Century. James’ book had great impact on Bill Wilson, a chief founder of Alcoholics
Anonymous.
5

Blaise Pascal, Pensees. Trans. A. J. Krailsheimer (New York: Penguin Books, 1988), 64. Pascal
(1623-1662) was a brilliant man and knowledgeable in math, physics, and theology. He designed
a calculating machine that actually worked. This book is filled with His aphorisms, poetical
prose and paradoxes in which he defended Christianity. He contrasted the corruptibility and
wretchedness of humans without God and the happiness of people with God.
6
7

Blaise Pascal, Pensees, 87.

Salvation, conversion, and regeneration are equivalent descriptions and describe God’s graceful
action, as Jesus declared to Nicodemus in John 3:1-21 when He stated, ”Spirit gives birth to
spirit.” The means by which salvation is accomplished is through redemption (to redeem
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signifies “to deliver by paying a price”). We have been saved more than 2,000 years ago; we are
being saved from sin’s power and dominion, and will be saved by Christ’s second coming on
planet earth either in our lifetime, or when we shall see Him face to face and ”have eternal life”
(John 3:16).
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CHAPTER THREE: POWER IN WEAKNESS

But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness” (2
Corinthians 12:9).

Darkness within darkness. At 4:22 AM, he staggers up and looks out the window. Wintry
clouds wrap the treetops with inky drapes. Is it darker outside—inside—or within? The last can
snores on the floor. The empty pipe snickers on the table. Wind howls and blasts through
cracking trees—stabbing through the sill. He rubs his wrist on its blue edge.
He spirals around and round and round until the weight of his soul crashes at his feet.
Tears trickle, stream, then evaporate. Frosty clouds spew a monstrous moon. In the window a
silvery phantom appears, staring back into the depths of his soul. It whispers his name, over and
over, until gloomy pitch smothers it away. The can and pipe beckon in the dark. Then a faint but
clear voice gasps, it's time.
He feels a warm current fill every cell and space. He stands, stomps the can, breaks the
pipe, and throws them in the rubbish. In the morning, he knows what he will do.
(My personal experiences and encounters with scores of clients inspired this reflection).

JANE AND JOHN - EIGHTEEN MONTHS LATER

Since we last visited John and Jane, over six months has passed since Jane accidentally
overdosed. She completed her outpatient addiction treatment, has been sober since, and has been
free of all sedatives. Thanks to changes in diet and adding exercise, her insomnia was mercifully
sporadic. She committed to AA, and has a steady sponsor. She also is active in a church, served
on a greeting committee, attended a women’s Bible study group, and taught third graders. She
still smoked a half-a-pack daily (outside their home) and pondered quitting “someday.” She
actively prayed, and prayed from her church’s prayer list along with her morning devotional.
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Jane had a father prone to fits of anger, yelling and slamming doors. He never spanked
her or otherwise abused her, but often said discounting words to her. The worst was “You’re
stupid, stupid, stupid” whenever he corrected her. Soon she believed his cruel labels and felt,
“I’m stupid.” This lie became her core belief about her and for the rest of her life it became a
self-fulfilling prophecy: she set herself up in relationships (before John) and at work and, in her
words, “Stupid is as stupid does.” And this was in spite of the fact that she became a committed
Christian believer in her recovery. Things became worse when her dad died.
John had a normal and nurturing childhood, with an older, competitive brother who was a
star athlete and ended up playing college basketball. He used to tease and belittle John—as older
siblings are prone to do. John was no athlete and was only an average student who graduated
from high school, worked various jobs, and eventually worked at a battery factory. John lived
discontented, restless, and bored. He never felt he belonged, and always believed he should have
been more of a man like his athletic brother. To his credit, he remained abstinent from cigarettes
and Ambien. He sporadically attended Jane’s church on Sundays, but apart from nightly prayers,
John lived a non- Christian life. His only other change was that he stopped patronizing sports
bars. He found a passion woodworking in their garage—when he found time. He worked six
days a week and often volunteered for overtime, which actually functioned to numb his
dissatisfaction. He fit the cliché “workaholic” in that he compulsively worked long hours and felt
justified, self-righteous—and exhausted. He was critical of Jane and sometimes blurted out,
“Don’t be stupid.” His higher power remained his self-centeredness, and God was spelled E-g-o.
Both Jane and John are tainted by shame and neither realized their true identity in Christ.
Jane’s core belief was feeling stupid and John’s was feeling inadequate. Will they allow God to
change them?

INSANITY

When we are possessed by the “demon” of addiction, only a more powerful Spirit can
exorcise it. What are powers greater than ourselves? Dust mites. Gray hairs. Mondays. Clocks.
Morning breath. Full bladders. Thunderstorms. Ocean waves. Summer heat. Moonlight.
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Funerals. Diseases. Accidents. Earthquakes. Drought. Compassion. The Milky Way. Black holes.
Hope. Body of Christ. The Bible. The Ancient of Days. The resurrection.
The AA founders showed discerning foresight in using the word “sanity” in this step.
They realized that the problem of alcoholism had to do with an alcoholic mind. What is insanity?
Insanity is to keep touching a hot stove and to expect different results. Lying: I did not
touch the stove last night. Denial: the stove did not cause my burns. Repression: I forgot about
the hot stove. Blackout: I didn’t touch any stove (how did my finger get charred?)
Rationalization: touching it one more time won't hurt. Minimization: I only touched it a
little. Blaming: I touched the stove because you made me mad. Intellectualization: I only touched
it to test that thirty minutes after the stove was off pain would lessen. Switching: I won’t touch
that hot stove anymore. I’ll cut down by touching the coffee maker warmer—and never before
5:00 in the afternoon. Ego-inflation: Someday I will be able to touch a hot stove, unscathed.
In the book Alcoholic Anonymous, Step Two states “Came to believe that a Power
greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.” Again, John 6:40: “who looks to the Son and
believes in him” is a sound guide to sanity in my life.
Insanity is to yearn for and desire a liquid, solid, or gaseous drug that is causing you to
commit slow suicide. Moreover, the AA authors persuasively declare that there are times when
the alcoholic’s mind—despite all of the treatment and AA experiences—can go blank when he or
she faces an alcoholic beverage. All of the knowledge you have about the disease progression,
the addicted brain, the cycle of addiction, how to cope with triggers and cravings etc. can
inexplicably vanish. Father Martin, a recovering priest from alcoholism and now passed on, was
a legendary pioneer in the addictions field. He used to say, “Be on guard for the unguarded
moment.”
For instance, decades ago I treated a retired man, a moderate drinker until his retirement.
His alcoholic progression rapidly escalated and he had to be detoxed about a year later. He
successfully completed treatment, and avidly attended AA (but did not secure a sponsor). He had
been abstinent over a year. Here was his story. “I supplemented my retirement by doing
carpentry jobs. One Saturday I was about done nailing some vinyl siding on this guy’s house. He
approached me with a glass jar half-full of some beverage; thought it was some energy drink. He
handed it to me and said ‘Have some peach brandy.’ I stared at it for a few seconds and took a
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swig. ‘Keep it; I got plenty.’ I took a few more hits and poured it out. That weekend I felt good
about my control and bought a pint. The avalanche began and it took me four months before I
went to be detoxed.”

THE NATURE OF BELIEF

Believe. This rich word has profound implications for us, both in understanding ourselves
and how it works in the Bible. It is almost the key to unlocking ourselves and, assuredly, the
human condition of sin. Anthony de Mello launches us into the problem and perplexity of belief.

The Devil and His Friend. The devil once went for a walk with his friend. They saw a
man ahead of them stoop down and pick up something from the ground. “What did the
man find?” said the friend. “A piece of truth,” said the devil. “Doesn’t that disturb you?”
asked the friend. “No,” said the devil. “I shall let him make a belief of it.”1

Making belief out of “a piece of truth” is the art of stinking thinking. Who wants to
believe that one is addicted to a drug? Denial is similar to disbelief, or, Biblically, unbelief. Most
important, it is difficult for us to examine and abandon our old valued beliefs. We cherish, trust,
and give our heart to our core beliefs about ourselves, others, nature and the universe, and God.
In essence, what we believe is real, is our reality. Moreover, what we believe, we become.
Beliefs are mental habits and, ultimately, rules for action. Core beliefs are not merely mental
assents to some logical proposition, but emotional tenets and “rules” as we trust, have confidence
in, rely or depend upon, and give our hearts to a statement, person, place, thing, event, power,
etc. This is believing “in” as well as believing “that.” As mentioned earlier, in AA and NA
recovering people believe you should wait a year before quitting smoking. Believe that and what
is in fact a delusion becomes “truth,” perpetuating a lethal disease. Santayana once said “People
are usually more convinced that their opinions are precious than that they are true.”
A variation of Descartes’ “I think, therefore I am” is “I believe, therefore, I am.” This
change speaks to the pilot driving our humanness: our belief system.
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Belief has a range of meanings: assent to a proposition; acceptance of a fact, opinion, or
assertion as real or true without personal knowledge; reliance upon statements or testimony;
assurance without experience or certainty; loyalty to someone; confidence in someone; and
believing our perceptions. All of this shows the power our beliefs have in directing our lives.
Once again, as long as we believe we can manage consumption of our drug idols—
someday, sometime, somewhere, and some place—we would empirically experiment with
insanity, imagining that different outcomes would transpire. Some metaphors I use: the fish
nibbles at the bait; the moth flies toward the flame.
Why must we need courage and faithfulness to truth to void or amend our cherished
beliefs? Beliefs shape and reinforce our identity. There is an emotional, and sometimes
passionate attachment to our cherished beliefs. Moreover, what is more sacred than our beliefs?
A deeper question: Is belief truth? It depends.
A group of Moslem human beings and countless others believed that incinerating the
Twin Towers and the Pentagon was a moral act sanctioned by Allah, which would cause them
instant passage into heaven.2 Scores of witnesses believed that the Washington area “D.C.
sniper” drove a white van (he did not). People used to believe the earth was flat and that the
canals on Mars were made by Martians or other extraterrestrials. Such is the power of belief.
Ideologies are political, public (some would argue religious) doctrines; beliefs are personal,
private ideologies.
The brain is like a movie projector. The mind projects its mental cinema on the projection
screen in focus, but superimposes ideas and images on whom or what is viewed. This is akin to
seeing someone stand in front of a living-room projection screen when a home movie is running,
as the pictures and words flow over the body. Perception is projection, which is why our ideas
and images3 can be inaccurate and illusionary. We remain locked in our feedback loop until a
new experience challenges our belief—although we can still disbelieve it!
Why do we resist amending or releasing a belief? Because, what is more sacred than our
beliefs? Any belief is as absolute as our stake in it. When we think about it, all of our beliefs are
true—meaning we believe our beliefs are truth. Hidden areas of our minds resemble museums.
Like taxidermists, we keep stuffing old beliefs and dusting them off for display, even though
they are lifeless. Are they winking at us with their glassy eyes?
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“I am not alcoholic or addicted!” It is as if when we confront facts that contradict a prized
belief, a part of our personhood, pride, and identities die. We resist feeling grief and egodeflation. Consequently, our belief system is “circular,” a closed loop, in that our beliefs become
self-fulfilling and self-perpetuating. This is the meaning of the expression “self-fulfilling
prophecy.
We have this predictable cycle of experience, memory, belief, which influences
assumptions, expectations, and emotion. This in turn affects perception of ourselves, others, and
God. Sooner or later we act according to our core beliefs. Lawrence observed “The map appears
to us more real than the land.” The “map” of ideas and images, memories of who said and did
what are permanently recorded and stored—and become self-perpetuating and self-fulfilling.
Oddly, in the addictive cycle, the memory of powerlessness does not register when we see the
first drink and drug—we simply remember the “rush.” We quickly forget the pain and misery
that addiction perpetuates, when staring at our drug of compulsion, as did the man looking at the
jar of peach brandy.
Our beliefs may be true, false, or mixtures of both. In a non-psychiatric sense a belief is a
delusion and any addicted person would be delusionary, imagining that he and she would be an
exception to the Law of Addiction.
On a deeper level, our core beliefs about ourselves, our self-esteem, and self-image have
great power over our destinies—apart from a healthy attachment and relationship to our Father.
Who are we? What is our identity? How do we feel about ourselves? And why should these
questions matter? We are getting to the heart of what it means to be human. First, we will
explore perceptions of the nature of “God” and then our identity in Christ.

GOD OF OUR UNDERSTANDING: FROM PROJECTION TOWARD TRUTH

Our fascination of the spiritual, sacred, and supernatural is as old as humanity. Well over
34,000 years ago, humans drew cave paintings and buried artifacts with their dead. For people,
there is always something else—something(s) beyond our sensory horizons—invisible, powerful,
and potentially friendly or hostile. Ancient (and modern) people strive to control or influence
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such spirits, forces, and life forms through magic, ritual, shamans, and even prayer. Many
primitive peoples believed in animism, that all is alive and has “consciousness,” such as animals,
plants, rivers, rocks, winds, the sun and so forth. Such supernatural beings and forces are found
in all written records of ancient civilizations in sacred texts, myths, and legends. Thus, the
relationship between natural humans and supernatural powers is as old as Homo sapiens. Billions
of people also identify themselves as Homo religiosus or Homo spiritus.
So, why do some people, including believers, have problems with God? Alcoholics
Anonymous Step Three states, “Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of
God as we understood Him” (Italics are AA’s). In their wisdom this step indicated that everyone
had an “understanding” of God. What matters is your understanding of God. Indeed, everyone
becomes the image of the god he and she adores.
There is a cliché that behind its familiarity echo a profound truth: we make God in our
own image. We have the tendency to project on God what is in actuality our own image. In other
words, we often project our self-image unto the God of our understanding and what we “see” is
our reflection. Recall that the psychological defense, projection, occurs when we project (“throw
forth or forward”) what we dislike and avoid about ourselves unto others. I feel depressed;
therefore, I “see” that you are depressed too. As mentioned earlier, the brain is like a movie
projector. The mind projects its mental cinema on the projection screen in focus, but
superimposes ideas and images on whom or what is viewed. Perception is projection, which is
why our ideas and images about God can be inaccurate and illusionary.
Therefore, we can project our superior or inferior images onto God. If our self-image is
distorted, blurred, or cracked, we assume this also is true of God. Our “God” is the God in the
fun-house mirror. Perhaps all that we see is our reflection—darkly. Everyone becomes the image
of the god he or she adores.
Recall going to a carnival or traveling fair, and gazing into a fun-house mirror. Our image
appears ridiculously tall, fat, or warped. This conveys the idea of problem with some of our
perceptions and experiences of God. Is the God of our understanding a fun house mirror God?
Our images, beliefs, and projections of God are based on the following influences of parents,
church background, peer, media, educational and cultural influences, and life traumas. What are
the sources of our beliefs about God?
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Our first gods were our caregivers: parents, older siblings, relatives, foster parents, etc.
who raised us. They were giants and gods who towered over us. They had supernatural powers to
make us feel happy or sad, mad or scared, full or empty. Their words were commandments and
creeds we better lived by. We had to look upward to see their distant faces. Their wrath petrified
us; their voices thundered at us from the heights. As a result, our perceptions of God were
colored by our parental gods. If our parent(s) were angry, abusive, critical, and punitive, we tend
to project that image unto the God of our understanding. Our fun-house mirror God thundered
and sent lightning towards us at our next mistake. If our parent(s) were emotionally distant, cold,
and neglectful, our God may also be indifferent, uninvolved, and at best the Deism God, who is
off in some distant universe. Parents who were unpredictable and inconsistent shaped our God as
fickle and erratic. Those who gave us steadfast love and discipline, safety and security,
compassion, and nurturing enable us to imagine and understand our God accordingly. This is
compounded when different parents displayed various mixtures of these traits. God wears the
face of our parents.
Moreover, if they professed to be faithful to God and church fellowship, but were critical
and perfectionist of us, we believed the same about God and church—regardless of how often
they attended and professed Christ. Children recognize when parents do not practice what they
preach. Were they “Do as I say, not as I do?” Did Sunday Christians awake with Monday
hangovers?
If they called us “little devils, Satan’s seeds” and the like, such labels were branded deep
within our psyches. How many atheists and agnostics decided upon their beliefs as a result of
negative parental and sometimes contradictory religious instruction? How many skeptics
unconsciously superimpose Mom and Dad upon God? How many of us have unwittingly
projected our parental memories as being indicative of God? In fact, it is illuminating to ask
such a client, “How old were you when you first decided that you were an agnostic/atheist?”
Next, we can consider church, worship, and preacher/pastor experiences. For those
unfortunate individuals who were saturated with sermons, worship schools, and Sacred Writings
which emphasized sin, hell, damnation, Satan, demons, and evil, they internalized attitudes and
feelings of shame, guilt, fear, anxiety and dread. We often repress such fearful memories into
unconscious depths, away from awareness. How can such legions of hellfire and brimstone
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sermons by clergy and parents teach that the essence of God is love, care, and compassion? They
seem to imply that the powers of darkness are as great as the powers of light. Then, perhaps most
importantly, did the clergy practice what they preached? We have a knack at discerning
hypocrisy in any form—except ours! “Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s
eye and pay no attention to the plank in your eye?” (Matthew 7:1-5).
Then, we have the influences of our peer relationships. Little needs to be mentioned
about the peer group and crowd mentality, especially when adolescence commences. The
compulsive teenage need to belong subverts individual beliefs, attitudes, decisions, and
behaviors contrary to the herd majority. Most kids, adolescents, and young adults are mainly
interested in buying, entertainment, sensation, and pleasure, but relationships with God are rarely
discussed. We are painfully aware how this materialistic culture, through the media of
magazines, TV, videos, movies, music, radio, and ads secularizes, satirizes, and scapegoats
Christians.
For instance, the cosmetics industry relentlessly brainwashes our girls into becoming
sexualized objects. In addition, it is a disturbing observation that the mass media has
indoctrinated us from being a nation of citizens into a nation of consumers. Most of the media
portrayals of the church and clergy have been reduced to absurd caricatures, who at best are
farcical and pathetic, and at worst despicable if not diabolical. The nauseating and wicked
pedophilic behavior of a minority of priests fuels prejudices against Christianity in general.
The last major influence that affects our God understanding are major life traumas. It is
revealing to ask, “Did any event happen that caused you to doubt God, become angry at God, or
even made you distrust God?” I have often heard a client in agony cry, “God took my daddy
when I was eleven years old.” “Mom’s time came and God took her to live with Him.” We try to
make sense out of untimely deaths, spilling tears of bitterness and bewilderment over deaths that
may have occurred decades ago—especially deaths that were due to unpredictable factors
(accidents, diseases, crime) and innocent or blameless souls suffer wretched consequences.
“Grandma was a good Christian woman who never drank and was my real mom, and she died
after months from cancer, when I was seven years old. Why did God take her?” When we are in
intense and enduring emotional pain, we feel (Psalm 22:1) that God seems absent and distant:
“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” When such event occurs in childhood (or for
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that matter, at any time in our lives), we may conclude God was either unable or unwilling to
prevent the tragedy from happening. We try to make sense of a God all good and all-powerful,
when tragedy strikes, which is called theodicy. For atheists and agnostics, such occurrences are
Exhibit A to reinforce their views. For believers, the problem is confusing one’s impotence or
distorted will being projected unto God.
This means God does not necessarily will and cause tragedy and trauma to happen, but
He always wills good to come out of tragic events. Sometimes such a helper’s words of
clarification, direction, and encouragement can have dramatic impact upon you. Inaccurate
beliefs shape false conclusions, and in this context, impair and distort our God relationships. It is
not coincidental that one Greek meaning for therapy is to heal.
The following questions are included to help you plumb into your beliefs and relationship
with our Lord. You may generate more depth and insight sharing this with some trusted soul.
You may need pastoral guidance to help deliver you from your distorted imago Deo and
projections on our Infinite and Personal Lord.
What is the nature of God? How do you understand Him? What are God's traits,
characteristics, and qualities? Mark those that are applicable to you.

Father

Mother

Judge

Critical

Wrathful

Protector

Power

Distant

Involved

Uninvolved

Above

Within

Punishing

Caring

Indifferent

Merciful

Is God involved in your life? How? How do you know this?
What hinders your relationship with God? Are you stuck? Have unfinished issues? Do
you want to make peace with God? You may wish to complete the subsequent open-ended
sentences via journaling or sharing with someone.

God:
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I doubt You becauseI am disappointed becauseI am angry, resent You becauseI won't forgive You becauseI felt alone, abandoned whenI wish You wouldI expect You toI appreciate You becauseI know that youI believe in You becauseWhat does God expect from you?
What is His purpose for you?
What do you feel God most wants to empower you to do?
Who or what has helped, or will help you to change your negative ideas and images of God?

These questions will guide you into exploring your perceptions and issues with God. You
may wish to journal or, better, discuss them with a trusted soul.
What is the leap of faith? I composed this as an illustration:

Sandy stares upward: the summit looms in the night sky. Grabbing slick handrails,
climbing begins. Small hands clamp upon cool steel and at the top, Sandy twitches as knuckles
pale on curved handrails.
Summer breezes glide around a nylon swimsuit. Lights dot the landscape. Each foot
grates along the fiberboard until eternity’s end—toes curl downward. Below, the Olympic pool
stirs, barely visible in thick darkness. Sandy teeters; one more step.
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“It is safe. I am down here. Jump! Have faith in me,” Father beckons. He is clearly heard,
moving in warm water below, but is hidden under layers of shadows. So dark. So deep. Courage
is sliver thin; muscles freeze in summertime heat. Crawl back? Too late. Jump? Too scary. Stand
swaying? Too hard. Eyes close. Father waits.

Whatever others claim, the Bible utters, priests and pastors preach, volumes of Christian
books on theology, prayer, dogma, and mass media portray, and all of the courses in Bible and
seminary school claim: What matters is you and me. What counts is our understanding,
experience, and relationship of and with God. AA is correct in this regard. How do we feel about
God?
Our truth is our subjective, personal, and experience of relating with God as eternal and
essential. But for Christians, the greatest paradox is that the Word became flesh: Messiah Jesus.
We can know about Jesus in great detail, but how well do we know Him? The central question is
what is our relationship with our Beloved about? Personally, I began to trust God when He
inspired me to confess “Jesus as Lord.” Who is Jesus? ”He is the image of the invisible God”
(Colossians 1:15).
Following from this, we will now examine who we are in Lord Jesus.

OUR IDENTITY IN CHRIST

There is an ominous expression known in AA’s and NA’s “the rooms”: alcoholics
(addicts) can’t stand success. Why? Decades of empirical research and therapeutic practice had
proven that a person who has a shame-based belief system tends to have, at best, problems
coping with life and maintaining healthy relationships or, at worst, lives with chronic stress,
dissatisfaction, and a series of unhappy and even destructive relationships. Why? What we
believe, we become. Who are we? This depends on relationship—past, present and future! Let us
study this fact.
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Earlier we broached the impact a shattered or distorted self-image has upon our lives;
most, if not all, addicted people are included. Examples were given in the lives of Jane and John.
How are we supposed to feel about ourselves? In secular therapy a fundamental focus is helping
the client to increase and elevate self-esteem, personal value, and self-appraisal. It is factual that
what we believe about ourselves propels us into fulfilling or futile perspectives, attitudes, and
lifestyles. You who possess a shame-based sense of self and identity betray being created in
God’s image and likeness. Yet, is our Christian journey about feeling better about ourselves?
No—and yes.
Both the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures shatter our propensity towards complacency
and self-confidence by revealing human indifference, self-indulgence, independence, and at
worst, depravity and inequity.
To cite but one example, consider Matthew 15:16-20.

“Are you still so dull?’ Jesus asked them. “Don't you see that whatever enters the mouth goes
into the stomach and then out of the body? But the things that come out of the mouth come from
the heart, and these make a man ‘unclean.’ For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder,
adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander. These are what make a man
‘unclean’; but eating with unwashed hands does not make him ‘unclean.”

So much for Jesus enhancing and empowering self-esteem! He is not Dr. Goodvibes! Nor
is Christianity a “feel-good religion” in terms of that being the purpose of walking with the Son
of God. However, it is the truth that the more we become like Christ, the less we bother about
our self-esteem and rather focus upon Him and others.
Ironically, the joy we experience ultimately makes self-esteem irrelevant. We will
understand humble esteem as a by-product, which leads us to what is perhaps the climax of all:
identity in Christ. The verse that epitomizes this, as well as being the spiritual ground of this
book, is found in 2 Corinthians 5:17: ”Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he [and she] is a new
creation; the old has gone, the new has come.”
What a mesmerizing verse: anyone in Christ is a new creation. What would it be like for
you and me to be a new creation? Knowing that the old—the past—is all gone? The deeper
question is what is our true identity? Who are we—really?
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I discovered the Christian author Neil T. Anderson years ago, in a book called Freedom
from Addiction by him and Mike Quarles. Mike Quarles was an alcoholic who tried every
remedy known to become and remain sober. Freedom from Addiction is an excellent Christian
answer to alcohol and drug addiction, and remains an inspiration to me, for reasons that I am
going to share with you.
For most of my life, I have been a success by worldly standards: I have a great marriage,
a daughter who excelled in college and is happily married, the American Dream of owning a
home and two-car garage, good health, and financial stability. And I always had a sense of low
self-esteem and lack of confidence. I worked in the addiction profession for over twenty years,
and believed that for the most part I was an effective and at times an inspirational counselor, but
doubts and insecurities always remained, especially in my relationship with our God.
Self-esteem. Self-worth. Who are we? What is our identity? How do we feel about
ourselves? And why should these questions matter? We are getting to the heart of what it means
to be human. What probably shapes and drives us as people are the core beliefs we have about
us, others, the world, and God.
Recall that in the fourth chapter of Luke, Jesus addressed the synagogue, stands up and
reads a scroll the chapter of Isaiah, which has great importance for us. Jesus read these words “to
proclaim liberty for the prisoners” (or captives).
How many of us are prisoners and captives to our past? Past memories? Past memories of
guilt and shame, resentment and bitterness, hurt and hate, abuse and trauma? Let us review
Paul’s text for emphasis: “If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new
has come” (2 Corinthians 5:17). In Neil Anderson’s book Victory over the Darkness, he writes,
“We have all been victimized, but whether we remain victims is up to us. Those primary
emotions are rooted in the lies we believed in the past.”4 Christ is here today to free you from
being a captive to your past. But what does Anderson mean, “The lies we believed in the past?”
Such lies are like these: I am hopeless, I am worthless, I am unworthy of love, I am forever an
alcoholic and addict, I’ll die drunk, I’ll die in prison, I'm a sinner, God will never forgive me.
LIES! But if you believe those lies, they are real and truth for you. All lies. So then, what is the
truth?
This is a truth that changed my belief system forever, and I present it to you now. Listen
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carefully to this profound truth about you and me as God-created people. Our greatest need is to
be loved and accepted. Our core beliefs about us are based on past and present relationships.
Self-esteem and self-worth are based solely on beliefs we bought into—many from our
childhood—and maintain. How does this brainwashing work? What happens if a parent keeps
saying to a kid, “You’re a loser”? Eventually the child believes it and carries this toxic lie with
him or her as an adult. In John 8:44 it is written about Satan: “he is a liar and the father of lies.”
Are you ready to quit believing in the Enemy’s lies that whisper to you deep in the basement of
your soul?
The wicked stepmother in Snow White obsessed about looking into her large mirror,
asking “Mirror, mirror on the wall, who is the fairest of them all?” She wasn’t interested in her
mirror reflection—how she saw herself—but what the phantom in the mirror said about her
appearance. Our self-image, self-esteem, and identity are based on others. We actually have a
social self and we live in a “hall of mirrors” reflected on what and how we believe others view
us. “How do I look to others?” “What do they think about me?” Our esteem is based on
relationships. This is why it is imperative you make and maintain healthy relationships in
recovery.
To summarize, our identity is based largely on our projections as to how others see us
and judge us. It is a product of our lifetime interactions with others and the world. Most
importantly, how does Messiah Jesus see and judge us?
Mike Quarles writes, “I completely bought the lie that my freedom and success were
dependent on what I did, not what Christ had already done for me.”5 The answer is our true
identity in Christ Jesus. That revelation has changed me forever. Anderson elaborates: We don’t
serve God to gain His acceptance; we are accepted, so we serve God. We don’t follow Him to be
loved; we are loved, so we follow Him. It is not what we do that determines who we are; it is
who we are that determines what we do.6
Let me explain. What has God already done, and what is our identity in Christ? How are
we a new creation and how does He frees us from being captive to our past?
As Anderson and Quarles emphasize, three of our greatest human needs, which our
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit well knows—are acceptance, security, and significance. We will
either be in bondage to lies or have freedom believing Truth. Your true identity in Christ: “I am
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accepted, I am secure, and I am significant.”7
What has God done?
In John 19:30, Jesus cries “It is finished!” (Or accomplished). One interpretation of this is
that the Greek term tetelesti was a common Greek commercial term, and meant literally “paid in
full.” This term was written or stamped on any receipt given to any merchant closing a business
transaction. In Roman times, when a man was put in prison, it was tantamount to a death
sentence. Often prison meant a slow and inevitable death from filth, swill, spiders, bugs, and
disease. Many prisoners were there because they had incurred more debt than they could ever
hope to repay. Recall Paul’s beatings, illnesses, and being locked in chains or stocks in dark
dungeons, reeking of human waste, decay, mold, and who knows what hordes of flying and
crawling insects. Fleas infested everywhere in cracks, straw, and tattered rags worn as clothing.
Rats proliferated.
Only a prisoner who had a “kinsman Redeemer,” a debt payer, could be unshackled and
released from bondage. We have here a vivid account of what it would feel like to be set free.
They had no bail or bondsmen in that era. When this “redeemer” paid the money owed by the
prisoner, an official stamp documented TETELESTI, (paid in full.) The prisoner was free to
leave, debt free, owing nothing.
“It is finished!” (John 19:30). Jesus said with one of the last statements He made as a
mortal person. Remember the old retort when someone asks, “Are you saved?” The answer is
“Yes, over 2,000 years ago.”
Messiah Jesus is our “Kinsman Redeemer,” who freed us from the dungeon of
specifically addiction and universally our mutiny against YHWH, and our failure to live Jesus’
greatest commandment. This is a male relative who delivers or rescues someone (Gen 48:16;
Exod. 6:6; Lev. 27:9-25; (Lev. 25:47-55). Christ’s crucifixion “paid in full” our hopeless prison
of worry, survival, tragedy, suffering, mortality, and fear of death and what happens after death.
Romans 8 describe the finished work of Christ. This is yet another version of justification of
faith, which is famously proclaimed in John 3:16.
Moreover, John 6:40 proclaims, “For my Father’s will that everyone who looks to the
Son and believes in Him shall have eternal life, and I will raise them up at that last day.”
We have the power to believe! The Bible (and AA’s Step 2) affirms this. You can choose
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to believe what Scripture declares, or disbelieve His truth. I now believe my identity is in Christ,
and He has enabled me to not be a captive to my past, nor to be a captive to my painful memories
or insecurities. Yes indeed, I had to forgive those who hurt and harmed me, and Christ enabled
me to do so, and myself (the hardest part). We will address this in a later chapter.
Please meditate on 1 John 3:1: “we should be called children of God!” You are His
beloved child. No addiction can prevent His love for you and me. One of my core identity beliefs
is “I am a child of God. I am a child of the King.” How comforting!
As a result, are you going to continue believing Satan's and people's lies? Learn, accept,
and deepen your true identity in our Lord and Savior Christ Jesus, our Messiah.
What, then, can we further glean from the Bible about belief?

BIBLICAL BELIEF-FAITH

“Then I heard what sounded like a great multitude, like the roar of rushing waters and like loud
peals of thunder, shouting: ‘Hallelujah! For our Lord our God Almighty reigns’” (Rev. 19:6). “I
give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one can snatch them out of my hand” (John
10:28).
These verses summarize the problems and the solution: God’s infinite power; Jesus’
unlimited power; and our “wrongness,” our weakness symbolized by the thorn in our flesh, and
for addicted Christians the thorn in your hearts, as God spoke to Paul: ”My grace is sufficient for
you” (2 Corinthians 12:9).
Power often means authority in the Bible, and the contrast between human and divine
authority is vividly portrayed in John 19:10-11, when Pilate proclaims “Don’t you realize I have
power [authority] to either free you or to crucify you?” Jesus, as always, put it in proper
perspective: “You would have no power over me if it were not given to you from above.”
In the Bible, belief or believing is normally synonymous with faith and often is used
interchangeably. “Belief or believe” comes from Hebrew aman, which means to nourish and
make strong. Aman is used over 100 times in the Hebrew Scriptures. Aman has the senses of “to
build up or support,” as one drives deeply a tent stake into the ground to withstand rain and wind,
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and also “to foster and nourish” like a parent or nurse. Thus, to whom we believe in, that belief is
firm, sure, and durable.
The preeminence of belief and unbelief is not better illustrated than in the Gospel of John,
which William Barclay, the renowned Scottish New Testament scholar, called “the Gospel of the
Holy Spirit . . . it was the Holy Spirit who wrote it through John.”8
In John, the Greek word pisteou appears ninty-eight times (pistis means faith). Belief and
unbelief vie throughout and form the plot. John’s Gospel has a few parallels with Greek tragedy:
Jesus is the central character (protagonist); there is a “cast” of disciples, Jewish clerics, crowds,
and individuals intermingling with Him; His suffering (pathos) occurred, climaxing at Jerusalem;
and perhaps we experience purification (catharsis) by feeling pity and even sympathy pondering
His last days. Obviously, Jesus was no tragic hero in the Greek sense: He had no hubris, no
“fate,” no tragic flaw or mistake, or any “downfall” or “misfortune” despite His hideous torture
and dying at the hands of Roman executioners.
In John (and elsewhere) unbelief is equivalent to the defense mechanism denial—refusal
to affirm and accept truth, facts and reality. Much of John contrasted Jesus’ reception and
rejection, e.g., 12:37, “Even after Jesus had done all of these miraculous signs in their presence,
they still would not believe in him.” Unbelief is spiritual blindness, as the end of John 9
illuminates.
The issue is the depth of belief. We can superficially, intellectually assent that Jesus is the
Son of God, Messiah and even quote proof texts affirming the same—and live in unbelief. There
is an expression which articulates the difficulty: “it can be a long way from the head to the
heart.” Eighteen inches can be eighteen years, or more. To believe in Jesus in the depths of our
beings means to put total trust and confidence that He alone can and will not merely “restore us
to sanity” but give us eternal life. We trust his words and rely on His Power to change us. The
joyful result? Billy Graham says,

Believing is an experience as real as any experience, yet multitudes are looking for something
more—some electric sensation that will being a thrill to their physical bodies, or some other
spectacular manifestation. A man [and woman] is saved by trusting in the finished work of Christ
in the Cross and not by bodily sensations and religious ecstasy. Whatever feelings there are may
be the result of saving faith, but feeling never saved a sinner.9
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Billy Graham’s keen insight enlightens us that the moment of believing, deciding to
accept Jesus as Messiah may not be preceded or accompanied by any “electric sensation” or
“spectacular manifestation.” In fact, many souls (and you) are in emotional hell, and hit a bottom
to reach the point that they are willing to surrender to Him. However, some may not be in severe
distress when the moment for the timeless expression “leap of faith” arrives. Note, though, we
are reminded that it is not our “belief” or “faith” as Paul declared in Ephesians 2:8, ”for it is by
grace you are saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by
works, so that no one can boast.” Our repentance (Greek metanoia, to change one’s mind-heartwill) equation is the Holy Spirit’s action and our response to willingly to believe.
At this point let us return to the question whose faith? Ours? Or, God’s instilling us with
faith to turn to Him via the Holy Spirit? Moreover, “free” will? How “free” is our will? The issue
of whether our human will participates in decisions to repent and follow Christ has been
contested for centuries, and for our purposes, it does not have any relevant bearing. To be safe, I
lean on the conviction God gives us the faith to believe in Him.
What about our “goodness?” Christian Scriptures are clear that we cannot do enough
good or ever be righteous enough to merit or earn our salvation and “admission” into heaven.
Would this technically be “works” by the work of our decision and will? Alister McGrath
illuminates us on this conundrum: To repeat: justification by faith does not mean that we are
justified on account of our faith, but that we are justified on account of Christ through the grace
of God. Faith must always be acknowledged as the work of God within us.10
What is most essential is McGrath’s synopsis: “It is clearly presupposed that we are
incapable of redeeming ourselves.”11 Somehow, that puts it all in proper perspective. Our attitude
should be enduring thanksgiving for all of the grace we are given as a free gift. Nevertheless, we
are cautioned to beware of ego inflation in any form—including your and my God-given faith.

MY CONVERSION

Many Saturday solitary nights were forlorn. I viewed my TV, wallpaper designs, and
seemed to sink beneath floor cracks, barely hanging onto a slat. Metaphorically, I felt like a
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speeding figure, somersaulting in space, a ghost astronaut severed from a forgotten spacewalk. I
orbited around galactic clouds, past drifting planets, meteor swarms, and dying suns. The room
was in a crypt, a sheet-rock box. I supposed I wallowed in self-pity. I felt like I had a broken life
without a spare. How did I contend with this aching loneliness? Pot and beer. Beer and pot. I
lived a shade of quiet desperation on Saturday nights and could not even entertain a doubt. And
the next day I hated myself for smoking when I vowed that I would not. Deep down I knew
marijuana had me in bondage. I always believed God existed, but practically speaking, He was
marginal and even irrelevant in terms of any meaningful relationship with Him.
I moved to Fayetteville, North Carolina, and believed that I was doing something
worthwhile for humanity by working in child abuse and neglect. During weekends I continued
my obsession to find my P. O. (Perfect Other). I do not recall what was going with me spiritually
during the time. I am sure I offered perfunctory prayers, but otherwise gave little thought about
God beyond this. I had a note card by my bureau, saying “THINK GOD.” I did, about as long as
I looked at the card.
On February 18, 1978, I was driving to Chapel Hill, North Carolina, to a party,
daydreaming about seeing a coed I met earlier that summer at Wrightsville Beach and not having
platonic intents. I have no recollection what occurred in preceding weeks that led up to this
moment; perhaps the Spirit of God hovered over the surface of my soul, inspiring me. As I
steered around a bend into Sanford, NC, a thought I which I only knew was not mine said, “Are
you going to accept Jesus as the Son of God?” I only knew that was not my thought. Not me.
Gripping the wheel tightly, I thought “Yes.” I was prompted to open the window, which I
did, and to shout “I believe that Jesus is the Son of God!” to remind me that I was serious about
this commitment. Later, I arrived at the party and proceeded to consume some of a Quik Stop’s
finest vintage, but left despondently when the festivities ended, upon concluding the coed would
not be entertaining me as I imagined. (There was always some other guy). Due to God’s grace
and traveling mercy, I drove back sane and sound to a friend’s apartment, and sat on a curb in a
parking lot in inebriated introspection, petting a stray cat. I always wondered if that cat was a
grace at that moment.
The following day I drove back to my apartment in Fayetteville, with a wretched
hangover. Who has bloodshot eyes? That night I had a remarkably vivid dream. Frantically I
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tried to stay on top of a slick, stainless steel dome that rose several feet above a huge vat of
crankcase oil. Some spectators tried to grab my greasy hand, which slipped loose. I continued
sinking deeper into the quick oil. Suddenly spirit filled me and I knew that I was safe in Father’s
hands. The oil turned into warm water, and I floated peacefully on my back. Shortly, I opened up
an old Bible I kept over the years, and began reading the book of Matthew. I did not feel any
intense emotional experience, which is not uncommon. “Born again” may be a subtle but
everlasting moment. In any event, was my declaration that different from Peter, who after Jesus’
query said, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Matthew 16:16)?
At work, a wonderful woman, Ramona Carter, told me about a church she attended. I
had some erotic interests in her daughter, so I agreed to go (!). St Paul’s-in-the-Pines Church
was a turning point in my life. As you read through this, we both know that my conversion was
not a dramatic born again experience; I admit I did not cease drinking, using, or sporadic
fornication until considerable time had passed. Nevertheless, my confession of faith and
resuming church were foremost turning points in my Christian journey.
Thirteen years later, my most dramatic and uplifting spiritual filling occurred in 2001. I
attended Wednesday morning 7:00 AM healing services, with two devoted Christian women in a
small Episcopal church. We read Scripture, silently meditated, and then stood in front of an altar.
One would ask for prayer, and we, touching each other’s shoulder, offered intercessory prayers.
After this particular service, when I arrived at a residential treatment center, ARCA, to begin my
clinical duties, I noticed feeling a peace that rose and peaked for the rest of that day, and the
following day as well. It was His “peace that passes all understanding.” I have not been “soaked”
so thoroughly with peace since. However, I do not covet that feeling and mood; Christian
ascetics warn against that form of greed. I will be content if I never again feel that awesome
transcendent feeling—still, that memory is immortal of how God’s grace feels. At God’s perfect
time, you too will feel Him.

BILL WILSON’S “CONVERSION”
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Bill Wilson was a major influence in founding Alcoholics Anonymous. He had repeated
dry spells, intoxicated binges, and hospitalizations for alcohol detoxification. Alcoholics
Anonymous chronicles this, as well as other AA literature. In Pass It On,12 he was in his last
detox hospitalization. In acute anguish, he prayed and prayed and was graced with a spectacular
sign of God who filled him with the Spirit. Wilson felt spirit gust through him and he knew he
was free of alcoholism. It is conspicuous that there was no repentance involved, just a broken
man near death who God resurrected by His breath.
Soon Wilson grabbed a copy of The Varieties of Religious Experience and read it in his
hospital bed. It had an obvious profound effect upon him.
Wilson was deeply moved by William James’ book and spoke of how it shaped the
formation of Alcoholics Anonymous. James’ chapter “Conversion” describes and says that “we
find both ways exemplified in the history of conversion, giving us two types, the volitional type
and the type by self-surrender respectively.”13
The volitional type incorporates our will and repentance, but is a gradual process over
time, in which one continually grows as a loving person. William James and Bill Wilson declare
this is the experience of the greater part of people. Both types emphasize that this is due to
willingness and surrender. Willpower = no power, when applied to permanent abstinence from
one’s drug(s) of compulsion.
The latter self-surrender type, like Wilson’s hospital bed experience, was a supernatural
and dramatic phenomenon which enabled him to pursue his passion of rehabilitating alcoholics
without success for years. Throughout Christianity, loyal disciples to Christ have usually felt
Him fill them at times in their lives. We yearn for that spiritual feeling to intoxicate us and give
us that absolute assurance that God is present in our souls. Whatever external realities confirm
He rose from the dead, we are desperate to feel Him. Rapture! Ecstasy! Bliss! Seventh heaven!
However, I have often read and found out personally that we cannot judge God’s reality
or presence based solely on what we feel—or do not feel. Again, a minority of conversion
experiences feels a crashing wave that sweeps individuals off their feet and its current (like
Wilson’s) carries them away. Some dub this as “Anointing by the Holy Spirit.” For most of us, it
is more like standing in the shallows, feeling the ocean’s tide gradually but relentlessly rising in
us— sometimes imperceptivity—as waves strike and pass by. Our Christian fathers and mothers
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felt graced but knew such spiritual surges would ebb—as they always did.
I am reminded that my and your conversion proceeds from our Tri-unity of Father, Son,
and Spirit. John 6:44, “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him.” Or,
John 12:32, “But I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all men to myself.” Our Lord
initiates and we respond—or not. I trust that He inspired you to be reading and reflecting upon
this book, and hope it will be a one of many rest stops in your journey towards Him.

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

We have seen how addiction creates and perpetuates insanity; discerned the power of our
core beliefs; noted ways we make God in our own image; settled on the liberation of our true
identity in Messiah Jesus; examined how biblical belief is really radical trust; and considered the
nature of conversion. I hope that through this you have to some extent been “transformed by the
renewing of your mind” (Romans 12:2).
In the meantime, you will have to find and depend upon such a Power in healthy people
(church community, Twelve-Step meetings, family, friends, community support groups,
Celebrate Recovery) and trust in the absolute power of our Lord if you have both the will and
opportunity to permanently recover.
Finally, accept that this is all God’s intention for you and me. God invites us into
His loving hands in all perpetuity.
As we transition into the next chapter, The Church, become aware that this rung defines a
process of coming to believe in Christ, and that God’s power is made perfect in our weakness.
We admit the truth of being overpowered by some substance, our rebellious will, and then we
believe beyond ourselves. Surrender leads to freedom. Trusting Him is our deliverance.
In essence, belief is radical trust in our Holy Father, Holy Son, and Holy Spirit. He is the
ground of our earthly and eternal existence. We are invited to turn our unruly wills toward Him.

________
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE CHURCH

“And he is the head of the body, the church” (Colossians 1:18).

JOHN AND JANE - TWO YEARS LATER

Jane has been sober and picked up her one year sobriety chip at her AA home group. (She
identified herself as an alcoholic. Although she never was a compulsive drinker (one is too
many; a thousand is never enough, this designation was due to her habitual nightly drinking and
worse, mixing alcohol with sedatives). She still smoked and her “stupid” script remained intact,
but otherwise she strove to live a Christian life. However, she was concerned about John and was
not happy about their marriage.
John continued working long hours, and it turned out that his woodworking passion
faded; he rarely went to his garage workshop. He spent hours surfing the Internet in his home
office. Jane became suspicious when she noticed he locked the door and he only replied that he
needed privacy for his work. He had little interest in sex and was unaffectionate. One night she
awoke and after attending to her needs, saw he was not in bed. It was 3:00 Sunday morning. She
went to his office, heard him keying on his laptop, and turned the knob, which was unlocked.
Opening the door, she saw him viewing an explicit porno video.
“What are you doing?”
He quickly closed the site and turned to her, speechless. His reaction was predictable: he
minimized, downplayed, and made light of this “occasional interest.” Jane became livid; her
recovery and Christian work over the past year gave her sufficient wisdom and discernment to
see through his con. She enlightened him to the fact that his 3 AM carnal pursuit did not quality
under the category of “occasional interest.” Jane had read about Internet porn a few months
previously, when this topic surfaced in a weekly NA woman’s group. In fact, she became wary
of John’s reclusive computer activities as a result.
“This is it. I want you to tell me the whole truth about this. Everything. When you began,
and how often and how much you do this. Everything!”

75

“Let’s get out of here and go to the living room,” he said.
Perhaps the Holy Spirit convicted him. He sighed, and surprisingly admitted,
“I’ve been doing this for years. Some Saturday nights I do it until dawn. That’s why I’m
asleep even when you return from church at noon.”
“Why? What’s wrong with me?”
“Nothing, nothing at all.”
He did not tell her the whole truth. He did not tell her he had a secret credit card that he
used on numerous Web sites,4 including a few live web cams where women would display to
thousands of men like him across the country, men all leering out of their darkness in their
private peep shows. In John’s case, he had no affairs and did not want any relationships beyond
web cam performances. Nor did he mention that he a stack of porno magazines and several
videos hidden in back of a locked filing cabinet next to his desk. He also neglected to divulge he
compulsively and ritualistically relieved himself almost nightly.
Jane discussed this with her sponsor, and consulted with a local professional who worked
for a sexual addiction program. She also read some Internet sites5 on this topic. Then she
confronted him and gave him an ultimatum: Either he attend an assessment at a local sex
addiction program, sign consent forms so that she could confer with the assessor, and he abide
with all recommendations—or else either he or she would move out. John agreed, attended an
assessment, signed a release form, fit their admission criteria, and attended their program. He
also sought a Christian counseling program with a pastor who specialized in treating this
problem.
They attended individual, couple, family, and group counseling. Soon he showed Jane his
porno stash and she removed it. The laptop was placed in the living room and at night he set it on
her night table. He presented his credit card, cut it to pieces, and gave her his cell phone. His
most difficult challenge was ceasing to relieve himself. Yet, they increased intimate
communication, loving affection and their sex life improved. Prompted by the Holy Spirit and
Jane’s influence, he began attending her church and gradually participated in church activities,
including a Bible study group. They volunteered in church-sponsored projects and clean-ups.
Both devoted themselves but despite their efforts, they still did not know their true identity in
Christ. That would occur several months later.
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RECOVERY SUPPORTS

The fourth rung of the Christian Recovery Ladder is the Church. Please be reminded that
the order of the rungs may not fit your experience; in fact seeking and accepting recovery
support may have swiftly followed your admission of despair without a church.
Some of you may have continued attending church even when you “hit your bottom” of
desolation and wretchedness. Moreover, you may have never lost your identity in Christ. A
church is essential for your recovery. It is all about communion and a community of faith. It is all
about worship and fellowship. Christians were not meant to be anonymous and isolated. As a
result, do not be deluded into believing any such foolishness as “My church is outdoors” or that
anyone can be “in church,” viewing television services or solely reading Christian books or even
the Bible—as helpful and relevant they may be. But of course, a notable exception are those too
ill to attend church
Also, unconsciously we usually associate a church with a building and sometimes we
have to be reminded that church is His mystical body present in the body of believers. The size
of the building is irrelevant! Gargantuan cathedrals and enormous Pentecostal churches are
stunning in their architecture and immensity, but magnitude is not the same as holiness.
Before we begin exploring the role of the church, I realize that some addicted people can
experience permanence deliverance from their drug(s) of compulsion through their church
relationships. Countless souls have, both in the past and presently. But, for those who have tried
and not succeeded, again I urge you to also seek secular help for your addiction. You are
welcome to attend Alcoholics Anonymous (for alcoholism) or Narcotics Anonymous (other
substances, including alcohol). In a 11-15-08 posting, the Substance Abuse and Mental Health
Services (SAMHSA) estimated around five million people in the U.S. attend addiction self-help
groups like Alcoholics Anonymous and Narcotics Anonymous, based on a study based on data
from a survey of 135,672 Americans over the age of 12 and conducted in 2006 and 2007. About
22 million Americans meet the definition for substance abuse.1 Any phone book or your Web
browser lists their central numbers; many struggling individuals have found that those Twelve-
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step spiritually-based recovery programs have been sufficient to launch and maintain sobriety.
Be reminded Celebrate Recovery is a Christian-based recovery option.
Likewise, you may need a substance abuse assessment from a certified-licensed
addictions clinician or professional. Addiction treatment facilities are probably in your area. Any
addictions professional would excel in assisting you with the appropriate level of treatment:
some of you may need detoxification, residential treatment, or both. You may be at such risk for
withdrawal from alcohol or sedatives that your life is in jeopardy; a trip to a hospital emergency
room would be vital. Or, you may require a level of outpatient treatment. Be assured that our
Lord works in outpatient and residential treatment centers for both clients and staff in furthering
His kingdom; I have witnessed this throughout my professional career. Substance abuse
professionals are remarkably committed even though, in the human services field, they are
poorly paid.
If you attend church, I urge you to meet and “confess” details of your addiction with a
clergy person, if you have not done so (See Chapter Eight, Confession). The heart of recovery is
sharing. However, be cautioned that most clergy personnel cannot assess you as expertly as a
substance abuse clinicians (although some clergy are licensed clinicians). Here again, some of
you may need church, treatment and AA or NA or CR. Do whatever it takes to enable you to
abstain from your drug(s) of compulsion and maintain your recovery.
While growing up, many of you have attended a church, whether sporadically or
regularly. You may still attend despite being in active addiction, but most addicted people
decrease or cease attendance as their compulsivity and shame increases. This becomes a
troubling issue you were raised in that church and suspect many know about your dark flight.
Perhaps a different church would be more comfortable for you. In any case, Saturday night
binges do not enhance Sunday morning church attendance. I recommend and urge you to
continue participating in, and becoming more dedicated, to your church community. Do not
succumb to shame, regret, remorse, stigma, and fear, permitting those paranoid thoughts and
feelings connected with your addiction to prevent you from attending—or resuming church life.
It is a satanic lie that you have to become “clean and sober” before you are fit to attend church,
or any other such nonsense. Again, as Jesus’ words in Mark 2:17 demonstrates, “It is not the
healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.”
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Please do not be duped into assuming “I got to get right with God before I go back.” If that were
the Lord’s criteria, one church per state might have enough people eligible to fill it! Or, one in
this country. Our faith is not solely about “getting right.” It is radical trust in our beloved Lord.
Some of you may have had bad experiences in your church background. Tragically, you
may have been emotionally abused or exploited if your church atmosphere was stormy with singuilt-fire-brimstone-hell-damnation-Satan sermons. You may have been bullied by sermons and
in Sunday school, which appealed to the powers of darkness. Some have been indoctrinated that
an angel sits on one shoulder and a demon on the other. It is both unwise and unhealthy to obsess
about the evil one and his nefarious brood. He was defeated at the cross and you have the Holy
Spirit within you. Fix your eyes on Jesus and the Father of light. As an old expression goes, if the
devil knocks, send Jesus to the door.
Most dreadfully, some of you may have been abused by clergy or other church-affiliated
older teens or adults—emotionally, physically, and even sexually—whether on or off church
property. There are few words that can adequately express your betrayal by those professing to
live and act as Christians. Know that they and their atrocious acts—their deeds of darkness—will
answer before God Almighty at Judgment Day (2 Corinthians 5:10). Do not let a few corrupt
people prevent you from being with the vast majority of honest and caring Christian believers.
Outside a church setting, if as children or adults you have been abused, neglected or
traumatized, I urge you to seek therapy and embark on a therapeutic journey of healing. If you
are still deeply wounded and bitter, and you do not feel it is safe to seek healing with a Christian
or pastoral therapist, then select a secular one. You need to be healed, and Christ working
through such professionals will resurrect you from your psychic anguish. A section on
“Categories of Healing” in chapter ten, Obedience, describes areas where you may need
therapeutic healing.
The church is populated by imperfect, flawed souls who contend with that deadly triad of
the world, the flesh, and the devil. We have, no doubt, met some professing Christians who are
smug, ostentatious, and even hypocritical. I find that I have to watch out for those traits in
myself. Ignore the thorns and behold the roses.
Early recovery is difficult, distressing and even daunting depending on the severity of
your addiction. Recovery time feels painfully slow and many changes are internal, not external.
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Some of you may be in a financial mess, unemployed or living from paycheck to paycheck,
battling foreclosure threats, or being separated from loved ones and God knows what else. The
more you become and stay connected with supportive people, the better are your chances to
uphold abstinence and recovery. (One reason for AA’s and NA’s success is that they hold
meetings daily in larger communities. Loved ones attend Twelve-Step counterparts Al-Anon and
Nar-Anon. Again, I advocate that you participate in those compassionate programs). The same
holds true for any church. Become involved in as many services, groups and activities as
possible. Some churches administrate a Christian recovery program. Even if yours does not,
another church may and they would invite your involvement. I cannot emphasize this enough: it
is wise to associate with non-drinking people in early recovery. Please be reminded, temptation
and triggers are too powerful a lure, so avoid those “watering holes” and “slippery places.”
Accordingly, let your life orbit around Christ and a Christ-centered Church. His spiritual
gravity will keep attracting and pulling you around Him.
Addiction is suicidal and some of you may have been walking corpses, inhabiting the
darkness of Lazarus’ Tomb. ”Who will rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be to God—
through Jesus Christ our Lord” (Romans 7:25). I can’t. You can’t. He and we can. It is doubtful
you can recover without the Body of Christ—the Church. There is one waiting for you. To
amend an AA slogan, if you get your body to church, your mind will follow. Be aware shame
and stigma will oppose you as will the enemy.
For a moment, we will consider biblical fundamentals of the church.

BIBLICAL FOUNDATIONS

Peter’s confession of faith to Christ resulted in Christ’s promise, “and on this rock I will
build my church” (Matthew 16:18). In addition, in Matthew 18:17, ”If he refuses to listen to
them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, treat him as you would a
pagan or a tax collector.” The church is “where two or three are come together in my name, there
am I in with them” (Matthew 18:20).
Paul uses the word body in different passages for Christ’s Church. ”Just as each of us has

80

one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ
we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others” (Romans 12:4-5).
The seeds of our Lord’s church grew from small household gatherings of ekklesia (Greek for
church, a gathering or meeting of believers) after His ascension. Fellowship is sharing in
common and a sense of communion (See Acts 2:42). Christian fellowship is a key aspect of the
Christian life. Believers in Christ are to come together in love, faith, hope and encouragement.2
Fellowship is symbolized by the sacrament of the Eucharist or Lord’s Supper. ”If we claim to
have fellowship with yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live by the truth” (1 John 1:6).
Saint Paul repeatedly reminds that the body of believers is the Christ’s Church. It is imperative
for you to worship and fellowship with His body, Christian believers. This is an antidote to the
secrecy, indignity and isolation of your addiction.

CHURCH TYPES AND STYLES

If you do not attend, what constitutes a healthy church? What church community would
be best for you? Most of you have attended church growing up and that denomination may still
fit your worship needs. For others, you have many church types to choose. More than 9,000
Christian denominations are represented, according to the World Christian Database. The World
Christian Encyclopedia claims there are over 20,800 Christian denominations. God only knows
the actual number! The major Christian religions are Roman Catholicism, Pentecostalism,
Orthodox Church, and Protestantism (Baptist, Reformed, Methodist, Lutheran, Episcopal, etc.).
Christian denominations, like political views, have a spectrum:

Extremist/radical – Fundamental - Conservative – Moderate – Liberal

Visit different churches, and pray for discernment about which is the one He wills you to
attend. As I did, many seekers go “church-shopping” before they select the one that simply feels
right.
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Perhaps the broadest difference in these Christian denominations is the focus of the
worship service.
In Roman Catholicism, Orthodox Churchs3 and liturgical Protestant worship (e. g.
Episcopal), the apex of the service is usually communion—the Eucharist, or Lord’s Supper.
Early Christians broke bread together to celebrate our Messiah’s last meal with His disciples:
“the Lord Jesus, on the night He was betrayed, took bread, and when he had given thanks . . .
after supper He took the cup” (1 Corinthians 11: 24-25). Many celebrate communion every
Sunday; others monthly. Roman Catholic, Orthodox and Episcopal liturgy tends to be more
ornate with ritual and pageantry. Some adorn worship with “smells and bells” and clergy are
arrayed with elaborate and colorful attire, vestments, and gold crosses. However, their sermons
rarely last more than fifteen to twenty minutes, as these churches deliberately want worship and
Lord’s Supper to be the central focus, not the personality and message of the head clergyperson.
In Protestant (Pentecostal, charismatic, and evangelical) worship, liturgy tends to be more
austere in comparison, but most importantly the highlight is the sermon. This is a carryover from
the Reformation, which had many adherents adding to this movement of religious renewal as it
multiplied in the 1500’s. A Protestant foundation was Sola Scriptura: “Scripture Alone,” along
with “Faith Alone, Grace Alone, Christ Alone, and Glory to God Alone.” This emerged due to
corruption in the Roman Catholic Church at that time. The “priesthood of all believers” emerged
as a unifying force. As a consequence, preaching as prophecy (a spiritual gift listed in 1
Corinthians 12:10) is the highlight of the service.
In these branches of evangelicals, charismatic and Pentecostals, communion tends to be
marginal or, in some cases, non-existent. Some may even ignore “feast days” like Ascension
Sunday, Pentecost Sunday, Epiphany Sunday and others, except Christmas and Easter. At the
same time, some services are emotionally charged. Others are emotionally reserved like the
Quaker Church. The degree of emotional expression is not an accurate gauge of authentic
spirituality, however. Volume does not equal faithful worship. The church you select needs you
in its body of believers. It is a community and you are invited to become active in their mission
of Kerygma, a Greek word meaning proclamation. ”We proclaim him” (Colossians 1:28). God
has a purpose for you that only you can fulfill. (Is this not an awesome reckoning? Stay in
recovery and He will show you what it will be).
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It is vital, in my opinion, to select a Bible-based church. Bible study, confession and
repentance, fellowship, and spiritual gift sharing should also be available. Furthermore, your
church should sustain involvement in social causes, ecology, recycling, feeding, clothing and
ministering to the needy, oppressed, sick, prisoners, volunteering for Habitat and other service
organizations. Mission is imperative, as Matthew 28:18-20 instructs.
An attitude of worship is cultivated over time by His inspiration and our initiative.
Certainly, John guides us by asserting that “God is spirit, and his worshipers must worship in
spirit and truth” (John 4:24). You and I strive to have this inclination and practice inside and
outside church. He is worthy of so much more than I offer Him—and I suspect you feel the same
way.

A CHRISTIAN RECOVERY MODEL

Having presented the basics of addiction, one might ask, what is recovery?
Dictionaries define recovery to regain something or someone; to obtain again what one
has lost possession of; to bring back from error or wrongdoing, to bring back or restore of
something to its former, flourishing state; and to heal, mend, and recuperate. Through Christ, we
manifest His image in us so that we may reflect Him in our lives; we are through Him to restore
the proper relationship in the image and likeness of God as we were created to be and become.
The sense is to return (repent) from a state of sickness, illness, disease, or injury into
wholeness by aligning independent wills into willingness to surrender to His care: “Not my will
but Thy will be done.” Another great paradox is that in willing and doing this we become free—
free from addiction and free from the power of rebellion and missing the mark of our Christ-like
destinies.
The fact of addiction as bondage is worth mentioning. Any sinful attachment, after its
initial attraction and enticement, becomes the bait for the trap that binds us and ultimately causes
bondage. Bondage is an apt metaphor; it means to bind, tie, or secure, as with a rope or cord,
fasten or wrap by encircling, or to hold or restrain with bonds. Figuratively it is to compel,
obligate, or join; to be bound by a deep sense of duty, obligation, or compulsion. Acts 8:23
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reveals this: “For I see that you are full of bitterness and captive [bondaged] to sin.” Bondage is
slavery or involuntary servitude, the state of being bound by or subjected to some external power
or control, or in extreme, being physically restrained, as by being tied up, chained, or put in
handcuffs.
The KJV translates Matthew 18:18:“Verily I say unto you, whatever ye shall bind on
earth shall be bound in heaven; and whatever ye shall loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.”
In John 11, Lazarus’ resurrection is described as the supreme sign in that Gospel. In verse fortythree, Jesus cries “Lazarus, come out.” The dead man came out, his hands and feet bound with
linen bandages, his face wrapped in cloth. Jesus said, “Loose him; let him go.” Due to sin in
general and addiction in particular, are we not like Lazarus, bound and living in a tomb of
spiritual darkness and death? Does not our Messiah cry to us, as he did Lazarus, every day?
Thus, Galatians 5:1 inspires us: “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm,
then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.” It is the propaganda,
deceptions, and lies of the world, the flesh, and the devil—that ungodly trinity—and addiction in
particular, that tempts, beguiles, and eventually binds us into bondage and slavery. In John 8:34
Jesus concisely sums it up, “I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a slave to sin.” One is
indeed bound and a slave to that psychoactive gas (smoking), liquid (drinking), or solid
(swallowing pills) that the brain craves.

MULTIPLE ADDICTIONS

It bears mentioning that some of you with a substance addiction may or do have multiple
addictions, whether obsessive-compulsive sex, shopping, over eating, computer and Internet
activity, gambling and the like. If you are able to abstain day by day, you may substitute by
filling that void and keeping busy with other compulsive rituals—which will incapacitate
Christian recovery. Often the problems and shame will trigger backsliding into active drug
addiction. If this is the case, “sin is crouching at your door” (Genesis 4:7), and that drink, smoke
or pill will pounce before you know what hit you. “No secrets” is word to the wise, which I shall
swiftly show momentarily, and sharing with God and others the anecdote. All addictive behavior
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is a form of idolatry and frankly, spiritual adultery.

Recovery integrates our physical, psychological, social-relational, and spiritual
dimensions. Neglecting one or more may cause a cascade of relapse. One of the major points I
teach to clients is that the actual drinking or using event is the final curtain—but the actual
relapse progressed earlier. Simply put, you cease doing recovery behaviors and resume addictive
behaviors in some combination.
The four addictive interrelated factors promote addiction: biological vulnerability
(genetic transmission, prenatal influences, AA’s “allergy”—one swallow of alcohol initiates a
spree); psychological liability (trauma history and traumatic memories, mental illness and
disorders, character defects, denial-defense mechanisms); relational difficulty (oppression, crime,
abuse, co-dependence, enabling, conflicts, aggression, jealousy, separation, isolation); and
spiritual darkness (spiritual bankruptcy, unconfessed sin, continued idolatry of flesh, the world,
the devil, denial of mortality, being deceived and deluded). Remember that abstinence is not
recovery. While people on a dry drunk are abstinent, they are not maintaining their
psychological, relational, and especially spiritual recovery and the next drink is looming. Loved
ones almost wish they would drink and shut up. Treatment centers and Twelve-Step programs
will teach you about recovery.

THE PROGRESSION OF RELAPSE

One of the baffling features of alcoholism-addiction is that even though some
wholeheartedly accept the fact of their disease, and at least internalize that a drink equals a
drunk, sooner or later they foolishly repress all of this and take a drink, a smoke, a pill, or a
snort. The reasons are complex, to be sure. They may insanely believe it will not happen this
time, but what is more, they are in such a self-destructive mind-set they know but do not care. At
any rate, it is essential to gain an understanding of relapse. Numerous articles and books have
been devoted to this, and it is a constant focus in treatment centers for addicted people. We will
examine the basics as you must understand this development.
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Relapse, like addictive disease, is a progression that cycles over time. However, as I teach
my clients, there is no “relapse” unless you abstain and are working a dedicated and heartfelt
recovery program with the required effort. Otherwise, at best you are merely abstaining from
your drug(s) of compulsion. This is one of the meanings of being on a “dry drunk.” Normally
this suggests you have not really made any significant changes, nor have you repented (turned
from and toward God) in the biblical sense of the word.
In treatment we study: the role of triggers → urges and cravings → scheming and seeking
ritual → compulsive episode → and misery in our treatment center. Rule number one: Learn
about, and then avoid or minimize triggers. Basically, triggers are whoever, whatever, wherever,
and whenever stimulates thoughts and feelings to consume.
The relationship between inner and outer triggers and stimuli is shown thusly.
Inside us:
•

Mental: memories, fantasies, attitudes, defenses, “stinking thinking,” using dreams . . . .

•

Emotional: depressed, bored, lonely, angry, anxious, disgusted, despair, guilt, resentment,
joy, bliss, euphoria . . . .

•

Physical: hunger, thirst, tired, anxiety, stress, edgy, pain, nausea, poor sleep, mental
disorders . . . .

•

Spiritual: compromising our Christ relationship and backsliding into idolatry . . . .
Outside Us:
What we see, hear, smell, taste, touch: associations with people, places, things (substance

paraphernalia, e.g., shot, wine, beer mugs, cigarette lighters, pill boxes, cell phone numbers,
etc.); access to money, credit cards, jewelry; times of the day, week, holidays, seasons,
anniversaries; sounds (pop-tops opening, music, commercials, someone’s voice on the phone);
smells (perfumes, aftershave, cigarette smoke, some housecleaners, food); taste (pizza, chips,
pasta) and so forth. The list could occupy pages.
Outside triggers stimulate inner sensations, and vice versa. Nor is it always discernable
which precedes which; they may interact almost simultaneously.
Triggers are roughly synonymous with biblical temptation, which we will study in
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chapter ten. You will have triggers and temptations in your most sincere, dedicated recovery
effort. Be prepared!

FINAL THOUGHTS ON THE RELAPSE PROGRESSION CYCLE

What occurs when the “trigger(s) → urges and cravings” progression are engaged? Here
you are most vulnerable. You must learn to recognize it. I instruct clients that at times they will
have desires to consume while in their recovery—including those who give 100%. A
fundamental recovery and relapse prevention skill is to be conscious when you have consuming
thoughts, impulses, and desires. Immediately, you then react by calling or seeing a trusted and
knowledgeable church associate, or AA or NA member.
If not, then the third phase, the scheming and seeking ritual engages. The decision—often
unconscious—to consume is made and now the behavioral phase begins.
When a recovering substance dependent client is triggered, and his “bell is rung” he
unconsciously checks available cash, estimates ATM amounts, “happens” to stop at the store to
buy cigarettes where coincidentally he normally purchased beer, or picks a fight with his
significant other to justify initiating a binge and proving “I’ll show you; I’ll hurt me and you’ll
suffer more.”
For example, when people drive familiar routes, they go into an “automatic pilot” mode
since they have a mental map and do not have to consciously check street signs or directions.
This also applies with our clients in this Cycle of Addiction phase. An example illustrates this
process.
In a former treatment center where I worked, a baffled client spoke about this in a group.
The prior evening, after transporting the clients to an NA meeting, the residential treatment
center’s van driver stopped at a gas station mart. This client used to buy beer at that store, and
while the residents were milling around, she walked to the cooler, grabbed a six-pack, got a
candy bar, and placed them on the cashier’s counter. While searching for her wallet she
wondered why the residents were staring at her—and she suddenly became conscious of what
she just did. Blushing, she returned the beer. She was astonished.
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This problem occurs to recovering people in the “trigger(s) → desire → seeking” ritual.
During group, often our clients recall where they hid a bottle, pipe etc. For reasons made
apparent thus far, we have them call a loved one between sessions, and have him or her
confiscate and destroy that paraphernalia. Seeing and touching it will open the reward pathways
and in a using trance, clients will predictably drink or use. It becomes more difficult, if not
impossible, to interrupt when the client enters the seeking behavior ritual phase. The diagram
illustrates this cycle:

Trigger(s)

Craving

Ritual
seeking

misery

consump4on

This section is a brief elucidation of the relapse process, but is no substitute for the details
provided in church recovery programs, addiction treatment centers, or thorough AA and NA step
work. The relapse progression is complex and complicated.7 It can occur if unchecked—well
before the first drink, smoke, snort, swallow, or shot. The slope is slippery that launches the
backslider. The critical point for us and our clients is that this process is unconscious, automatic,
and habitual—which enables physical desire to overpower conscious decision making. How
often have we heard “I have no idea how I got there?” or dumbfounded accounts to that effect?
Before leaving relapse, what is Christian “recovery” from the power of sinful
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transgression and missing our mark as being made in the image of the Almighty? May we be
reminded repentance is turning away from sin and turning towards our Heavenly Advocate.
Whoever and whatever our archenemy is, we must stop him, her, or it and earnestly seek our
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit’s help in this lifelong journey.
In a classic of Western Christian spirituality, The Imitation of Christ, Thomas à Kempis
gives us a biblical perspective of the addictive process. “For first there comes into the mind an
evil thought: next, a vivid picture: then delight, and urge to evil, and finally consent. In this way
the Enemy gradually gains complete mastery, when he is not resisted at first.8
The genesis of the deed is always the thought.9 The seed begets the fruit.
In finishing, I wish to share some personal experiences, which may promote you to recall
and reflect on your early church memories.

MY EARLY CHURCH EXPERIENCES

After my conversion experience in 1978, I attended a small Baptist Church for a time,
and then attended St. Paul’s-in-the-Pines Episcopal Church (surrounded by clusters of pine trees
in suburbia). It too was a small church, full of lively characters including the priest, Rev. Joe
Cooper. A gourmet cook, he was funny and most affable. He led a number of intensive
Christian-growth experiences from Friday through Saturday evening, ending with the Eucharist
and a fabulous meal. (He inserted sliced garlic cloves with a roast, poured wine into the cooking
pan, and when cooked his masterpiece would rival those on any cooking show).Rev. Cooper
stressed the human side of Jesus (perhaps to a fault, but at the time that was appealing to me).
I was baptized an Episcopalian. (There are some two million Episcopalians, or Anglicans,
in the United States). Episcopal services are visually and audibly spectacular, a celebration
colored according to the church year calendar, abundant with singing and chanting with brief
sermons.
Nonetheless, as a child, like most kids, I found sermons tedious. During one sermon as I
squirmed and whined, mom had one of her finest ideas: she gave me two plastic-martini-olive
swords. As the priest was speaking about some noteworthy doctrine concerning Jesus, the Prince
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of Peace, the red sword battled the green sword throughout the duration. God only knows the
imaginary carnage that commenced while he was promoting Christian love.
During another service, mom once said,
“The church is God’s house.”
She did not know, a six-year old mind is literal and concrete, so metaphors are interpreted
literally. I searched for God in pews behind me, beside the choir loft, and inspected the arching
cathedral ceiling. While I could imagine pigeons nesting on the horizontal beams, I never saw
God anywhere. I guess I trusted mom’s statement and took it in faith. Such is the origin of belief.
“God” wears the face of our parents or other caregivers, as we saw in the previous chapter.
Like countless children in Sunday school class, we learned hymns. What child does not
know the stanza, “Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so?” Decades passed until I
took Jesus seriously, but this hymn and other early church experiences led me to believe that He
was safe and loved little children: “Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for
the kingdom of God belongs to such as these” Luke 18:15). While God (in my childhood’s
interpretation) caused wind, storms, fire, flood, earthquake, and death, Jesus did not. Images of
Jesus holding children and lambs remain powerful and enduring.
Before turning away, I am moved to leave you with an exhortation, Ephesians 3:20:
“Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we can ask or imagine, according to
his power that is in work within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout
all generations, for ever and ever! Amen.”
We shall rise up to the next rung, prayer in the next chapter.

________
1

www.samhsa.gov/newsroom/advisories/0811195817.aspx

2

See Gerald L. Sittser, “Belonging,” Water from a Deep Well – Christian Spirituality from
Early Martyrs to Modern Missionaries (IL: InterVarsity Press, 2007), 50-62. In his book the
author describes the community of early Christians, how their intimate (and sometimes
tumultuous!) relationships were vital for Christianity (as they are now).
3

Orthodox Christianity affirms and claims that their Church, founded by Christ himself, is the
living continuation of the Apostolic Church. Orthodoxy declares they have maintained the
ancient undivided Church, and that the bishops of the Orthodox Church trace unbroken
succession to the very apostles themselves. (Most Christian denominations claim Apostolic
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succession; some recite the Nicene Creed; the relevant passage follows: “We believe in one
catholic [i.e. universal] and apostolic Church”). (Italics added). For over a thousand years, the
Church was mostly united. Between the eleventh and twelfth centuries, a permanent separation
occurred between the Roman Catholic Church and the Greek Orthodox Church, dubbed the
“Great Schism.” There are approximately 225-300 million Orthodox Christians worldwide. See
www.oca.org and www.orthodoxlinks.info
4

See Robert Weiss and Jennifer Schneider, Untangling the Web: Sex, Porn, and Fantasy
Obsession in the Internet Age (Los Angeles: Alyson Publications, Inc, 2006). According to the
authors, internet pornography is a billion dollar business, and with easy access to computers, the
internet has become the primary vehicle for pornography and sexual content, as well as the
prevalence and acceptance today of online dating and mating. Sexual obsession and sex
addiction fit within the addiction cycle. This book offers realistic recovery strategies for anyone
experiencing the devastating impact of cybersex addiction on their lives.
5

See www.sexhelp.com Dr. Patrick Carnes, psychologist and author, is expert about sex
addiction. His website provides information into sexual addiction, and resources for recovery.
The site says “Sexual addiction has been called sexual dependency and sexual compulsivity. By
any name, it is a compulsive behavior that completely dominates the addict's life. Sexual addicts
make sex a priority more important than family, friends, and work. Sex becomes the organizing
principle of addict's lives. They are willing to sacrifice what they cherish most in order to
preserve and continue their unhealthy behavior.” Dr. Carnes has assessment questions that are
designed to reveal if anyone has sexual addiction.
6

Patrick J. Carnes, Out of the Shadows: Understanding Sexual Addiction (Center City MN:
Hazelden Publishing & Educational Services, 2001). This is a classic book on this subject.
7

See Terence T. Gorski and Merlene Miller, Staying Sober – A Guide for Relapse Prevention
(Independence, Missouri, 1986). This paperback is valuable in understanding the nuances of
relapse, and the model is often implemented in treatment centers. He has numerous workbooks
as well.
8

Thomas à Kempis, The Imitation of Christ (New York: Penguin Books, 1984), 41. This is a
marvelous book with short chapters, profuse with pithy writings on our need for complete
dependence upon our Lord, and our empty futility without Him. I read it several times.
9

Orthodox Christianity has many writings about logismoi, or thoughts. Generally they are the
thousands of thoughts that daily cross our minds in the form of internal conversations,
daydreams, memories, and during concentration. At this moment “With Heart and Voice,” a
Sunday morning radio broadcast of scared chorale music and I think “That’s beautiful.” Such is
Logismoi, but the ones that are more intense and evoke energy are emotional logismoi connected
to passion. Any thought about a drink or a drug is emotional logismoi and our recovery response
is to realize and then reduce it. Otherwise, emotional desire and behavioral energy increases and
intensifies until the prince of darkness wins another round.
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CHAPTER FIVE: PRAYER

“But Jesus often went to lonely places to pray” (Luke 5:15).

Thus far, we have studied chapters on The Kingdom, Despair, Power in Weakness, and
the Church. This chapter focuses upon the dimension of Prayer.
Many of you have voiced the most sincere prayers a human being is capable of, to the
Almighty to cure your addiction. Yet the addiction thorn remains embedded in your soul. Do not
despair, or fear even if, at this moment, you are still in the throes of your compulsion and have
not sought help. God will enable you to live with it and moreover, you will be able to testify to it
to others like you. Again, Luke 4:18: “He has sent me to proclaim release for prisoners.” Some
words of hope are offered for you.
We keep seeking Infinite Elohim, striving to develop awareness of Him, grasp His will,
and then receive the ability and will to fulfill it. The infinite became finite in “the Word made
flesh” and the finite seeks the Infinite—flesh to be made Word—and prayer is our spiritual
umbilical cord. After many years, I finally realized 1 John 4:19: “we love because He loved us
first.” We apprehend this truth, and then respond accordingly. What is our attitude about prayer
and praying? This is worthy of pondering.
One of the greatest saintly souls of the Twentieth Century was Mahatma Gandhi, and the
movie “Gandhi” portrayed him exquisitely. He once said to the effect prayer from the heart can
achieve what nothing else can in the world.
God is the Who that nothing greater can be imagined. Language allows us to
communicate concepts and abstractions like “love,” “evil,” and even “God.” Yet, our familiarity
with “God” can delude us into presumption. Thomas Merton, that popular monk and author,
writes about prayer,

In [prayer and] meditation we do not seek to know about God as though he were an object like
other objects which submit to our scrutiny . . . . We seek to know God himself, beyond the level
of all the objects which he has made . . . . The infinite God has no boundaries and our minds
cannot set limits to him or to his love.1
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It is one experience to pray sincerely in our dark room on our knees, and another
experience to stand on wet sand, feeling waves lap over our bare feet as we pray to Him facing
the ocean at night. Both are equally valid, but the latter affords us immensity and astonishment.
However, like all recovery, we have to practice basics, and prayer is no exception.
How do we pray? Does it have any bearing that some of us have prayed for decades and
read numerous books devoted to this imperative topic? Thomas Merton warns us that we will
always be beginners and know next to nothing on prayer!2 Disheartening? Excellent—humble
pies are just desserts. Every time we embark upon prayer, it is always new and we begin as
beginners, a day at a time. So, from one beginner to another, we commence.
In Alcoholics Anonymous’ Step 11: “We sought through prayer and meditation to
improve our conscious contact with God, as we understood Him, praying only for knowledge of
His will for us and the power to carry that out.” Outside of Scripture, can there be a more
succinct and sublime depiction of prayer than Step Eleven? It seems to capture the essence of all
prayer.

AN ANECDOTE ON PRAYER

As a child, one of our perennial family dramas inaugurated each summer. Mom,
mosquitoes, and I comprised the cast of characters. After my bedtime stories and prayers, when
the light when out, torment began. The bloodthirsty fiend had a sound like a dying electric fan.
Every time I heard it, heart rate accelerated and I knew I was in for a cataclysmic night.
Mom did not have much patience for my pleas. She would barge into the bedroom,
switch on the light, and moan
“What’s the matter?”
“There’s a mosquito in here.” Mom gave one of her famnous perplexed looks, “You’re
imagining things. Go to sleep.” Out with the light. Existential dread.
For a few moments where was an ominous silence, then the buzz began.
“Mommy, mommy.”
She would again barge into the bedroom, switch on the light, and grumble
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“Now what?”
“There’s a mosquito in here.”
“Where?”
“I don’t know.”
She might search the room with a flashlight; I would look under the bed, in the closet,
and behind the bureau mirror. The wary insect, DNA protected over millions of years, knew that
light equaled danger and hid God knows where. Lights out. Mosquito returned. I might hide
under the covers, but in an era before air conditioning, I would sweat profusely as I did during a
grade-school Halloween play before my one-line script. Sometimes I would wait until the
bloodsucker was near my ear, and slap it so hard my ear would ring the rest of the night—selfinduced tinnitus. If I missed, the ringing and buzzing would alternate in sinister amplification.
One night, I decided that reading the Bible might help. I figured that God would reward
me by vaporizing the pest. So through much of this long night, there was a cycle of lights out,
buzzing, lights on and reading the Bible with fervent prayer, and lights out. No matter how
earnestly I read passages, it returned like a mammoth Egyptian locust. I wondered why God
didn’t help me; mosquitoes didn’t keep Him up at night.

CHRIST’S EXAMPLE

And, Jesus prayed. In Luke 5:15-16, “yet the news about him spread all the more, so that
crowds of people came to hear him and to be healed of their sicknesses. But Jesus often
withdrew to lonely places and prayed.” On at least one occasion, it is recorded that “One of those
days Jesus went out to a mountainside to pray, and spent the night praying to God” (extended
praying can be called a vigil).
As he visited synagogues, he participated in public worship, readings, commentary, and
psalmody. In addition, He advocated private prayer: “But when you pray, go into your room,
close the door and pray to your Father, who is unseen. Then your Father, who sees what is done
in secret, will reward you” (Matthew 6:6).
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In that most quotable of verses on prayer, “He went away a second time and prayed, ‘My
Father, if it is not possible for this cup to be taken away unless I drink it, may your will be
done’” (Matthew 26:42). Step Eleven is reminiscent of this prayer. Of course, genuine prayer
asks us to accept His will in our intercessions (others) and petitions (ourselves). If our Lord does
not “cure” you of all and any obsessions and cravings to drink and use, He will with the help of
others empower you to manage them a day at a time.
The word pray is used some 365 times in the Bible. There are several reported occasions
when Jesus prayed, and others when He instructed His disciples and others about prayer. Jesus
was a Hebrew, lived with Hebrews, and almost all of His interactions were with fellow Hebrews,
except for occasional contacts with “Gentiles” and this means he practiced their practices of
prayer. As John’s Gospel reveals, He was in constant prayer with our Father. His intimacy with
the Father is truly remarkable. Such is our challenge. Through His example, we are to pray often
and for long stretches, during worship and privately, for knowledge of God's will and to carry it
through.
Paul carried on this tradition with other New Testament authors. For instance, in
Galatians 4:6 Paul says, “Because you are sons, God sent the spirit of his Son into our hearts, the
Spirit who calls out, ‘Abba, Father.’” Such closeness is ours for the asking.
We shall now study both types and levels of prayer.

TYPOLOGY OF PRAYER

“Is any one of you in trouble? He should pray. Is anyone happy? Let him sing songs of praise. Is
any one of you sick? He should call the elders of the church to pray over him and anoint him
with oil in the name of the Lord. And the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well;
the Lord will raise him up. If he has sinned, he will be forgiven. Therefore confess your sins to
each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous man is
powerful and effective” (James 5:13-16).
”Let your gentleness be evident to all. The Lord is near. Do not be anxious about anything, but
in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your
requests to God. And
the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in
Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:5-7).
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The main categories of prayer3 follow.

† Praise: we praise and exalt God simply because of who He is.
† Adoration: we adore God by lifting ourselves to Him to enjoy His presence.
† Confession or Penitential: we confess, repent, and if needed make amends.
† Intercession: we bring the needs of and our pleas for others to God.

Some subtypes follow.
•

Petition or Supplication: we bring our needs and requests before God.

•

Thanksgiving: we give thanks to God for all He did, does, and will do.

•

Oblation: we offer ourselves to serve God, and others.

•

Authoritative, Deliverance: in Jesus name we command demons and any supernatural

thing to leave someone or some place and go directly to Jesus. (Mark 3:15).
•

Healing: we pray (and may anoint) for His healing power to restore someone primarily

back to our Lord and beseech Him to heal the supplicant(s) physically, psychologically, socially,
and spiritually (chapter eleven, Obedience, presents details about the healing ministry).
•

Glossalalia: we speak in “tongues of ecstasy” (1 Corinthians 12:30).
Using spatial metaphors, prayers are upward (to God), outward (for others), downward

(authoritatively deliver from unclean spirits), and inward (for ourselves).

Two familiar acronyms assist us in covering the basics of prayer.

P - praise (and thanksgiving)

A - adoration, praise

R - repent and confess

C - confession

A - asking for others (intercession)

T - thanksgiving
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Y - yourself (petition)

S – supplication: intercession and petition

I find the old expression acts as a prompt: You will not find time; you have to make time
for prayer. Practice praying.
An example of the P-R-A-Y sequence follows.
I follow this acronym daily as I drive to work, and on weekends when I jog or walk with
Christine, my soul mate. On beach or mountain vacations, I persist. This sets the tone for my
mornings. Prayer takes practice and I have added to this order over the years.
Praise. “Good morning to You, dearly beloved Immortal, Infinite, Invisible God of gods,
Light of light, King of Kings, and Lord of Lords, Creator of the universe and of all that is seen
and unseen. I praise You for Your knowledge, intelligence, wisdom, discernment, and truth;
Your holiness, sacredness, hallowedness, purity, and righteousness; Your goodness, lovingkindness, compassion, mercy, freedom, and liberty; Your righteousness, fairness, justice,
judgments, and vengeance; and Your might, majesty, dominion, sovereignty, power, and glory.”
Praise begins (and should end) any prayer sequence. I have to remind myself who is our
Father, Son, and Spirit. As that wondrous contemporary song lauds, “Our God is an Awesome
God.”
Repent. In Catholic, Orthodox, Episcopal, Methodist, and other churches, their prayer
books have a “confession of sin” prayer. I follow the Episcopal Church’s version:

Most merciful God, we confess that we have sinned against you in thought, word, and deed, by
what we have done, and by what we have left undone. We have not loved you with our whole
heart; we have not loved our neighbors as ourselves. We are truly sorry and we humbly repent.
For the sake of your Son Jesus Christ, have mercy on us and forgive us; that we may delight in
your will, and walk in your ways, to the glory of your Name. Amen.4

This is a general confession and we are always obliged to ask Him to reveal any specific
unknown and unconfessed sin. Humility is at all times our foundation in the Christian life.
Confession keeps me humble and my ego at proper deflation.
Ask for others. “Dearest Lord, I pray for the addicted, afflicted, troubled, sorrowed, sick,
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injured, dying, dead, and the bereaved. I pray for and thank all of the past martyrs, the present
ones being persecuted across the world, 5 and especially those hiding, chased, captured, beaten,
robbed, raped, jailed, tortured, and murdered.
“I pray for all of the clergy—the pope, cardinals, bishops, priests, pastors, ministers,
preachers, deacons, rabbis, and those of other faiths who are Christ like. (I name a number of
clergy I know and pray for their needs). I pray for those who never heard of You; those who lost
their faith; atheists, agnostic, and believers in false religions and false gods; those who scorn and
mock You; those when persecute You; and those who in Your Name persecute others.
“I pray for healing for (specific individuals).” I also include the church’s prayer list. The
list includes family, relatives, friends, acquaintances, strangers, and enemies.
Enemies? This would include those people we avoid, dislike, despise and if the case,
loathe and hate. The “law of love” (1 John 4:7-21) includes everyone as it helps us to dissolve an
“us” vs. “them” mentality. Praying for terrorists, career criminals, and Christian persecutors to
repent is not easy, but as I do so, I acknowledge the fact they also are made in God’s image.
Yourself. I normally use this version: “I ask You Lord, for me to be a candle for Your
flame; a temple for Your Spirit; a voice for Your Word; a heart for Your love; a prism for Your
light; and an instrument for Your will.” I add specific concerns for the day. If I am in a funk, I
whisper ‘God help me; God strengthen me to do your will” or prayers to that effect.
In my job I perform lengthy mental health and substance abuse assessments, as well as
facilitate a number of treatment groups. There is hardly time to devour a sandwich and fruit
while typing on a computer at lunch. It is a frenzy of activity. This passage instructs me. Shortly
after our Savior fed the five thousand, he “made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead
of him to the other side, while he dismissed the crowd. After he had dismissed them, he went up
on a mountainside by himself to pray” (Matthew 22-23). I find this practice soothes my soul, if I
act likewise.
This P-R-A-Y ritual takes 10 to 15 minutes; when driving to work, by saying this out
loud I find it is soothing and hear the words over traffic, the AC or heating fan.
This is simply a daily prayer ritual inauguration, every day of my life.
Let our Savior lead you in this prayer practice.
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STYLES OF PRAYER

What are other modes of prayer?
Singing prayer is in the joy of song, music through hymns, chants etc. whether publicly
or privately. For some of us, during worship is the only time we sing. We are safe in saying He is
not interested by your singing abilities but rather the song of your hearts. If you cannot carry a
tune in a bucket, God blesses you caring the bucket!
Vocal or oral prayer is said out loud, e.g. lectionary readings in worship services, in
prayer groups, grace at meals, with others, or alone. In worship this entails liturgical prayer.
Sometimes at night I will utter prayers standing on my back porch staring at the galaxy’s
panorama—usually praise, confession, supplication, and presence.
Reading prayer is with Scriptures, meditations, or pondering and reflecting upon the
writings of Christian authors.
Writing prayer can be included in journaling, poetry, meditations, or other compositions.
Artistic prayer makes use of different fine art forms, dance, drama, and so forth.

PHASES OF PRAYER

The stages or phases of prayer are preparatory → conversational → meditative →
contemplative → transformative.
Preparation is how we should prepare ourselves to pray. In Psalm 100, “the Jubilate”
says, “enter His gates with thanksgiving and in his court with praise; give thanks to Him and call
upon His name.” Wisely we should ask Him to guide our utterances and intention to know and
be with Him on this occasion. Our groundwork is worthy of Him. We do our utmost to purify
ourselves (Greek katharsis). A prayer of praise and confession (Greek metanoia) sets the tone.
Conversational or talkative prayer is characteristic of most vocal forms. We use normal
rate of speech, which is its genre. It is typical verbal communication in prayer utterance. Many
churches have congregational prayers everyone articulates. The key feature is we being attentive
and realizing when we are distracted.
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Meditative or concision prayer is the next phase. In this context, it signifies slow-motion
prayer. It can be aloud, but usually it is silent, mental prayer, while sitting down. Sometimes one
will whisper or formulate words only with the lips. I find reciting memorized passages humble,
uplift, and anchor me. It is concentration on an object of our prayer, sometimes labeled “onepointedness.” The method is to speak, whisper, or think them slowly. I find mentally narrating
verses, while inhaling, keeps me focused and in a rhythm. I may slow down and recall a word
every second or third breath or longer, for example. In Church tradition, a custom of prayer
follows.
Lectio Divina, “divine reading,” is an ancient Christian method that plumbs the
profundity of Scripture. It is a devotional means of engaging sacred texts. It is a slow, thoughtful
reading, reflecting, and praying (primarily) of biblical verses, enabling His Word to facilitate
union with Him. (Over millennia, four Latin phases are included with Lectio Divina: readingLectio, meditation-Meditatio, prayer-Oratio and contemplation- Contemplatio). Experiment with
a passage: “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever” (Hebrew 13:8). Read this
text several times out loud, slowly, each time accenting a different word. Strive to listen, feel,
and even absorb the text: “Jesus – Christ - is - the same - yesterday - and today - and forever.”
Repeat several times: “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever.” “Jesus Christ
is the same yesterday and today and forever,” etc.
Meditate and reflect what this incredible truth means to you and to your life. If a word
stands out, focus upon it. Pray that our Lord will reveal whatever He wills for you. Pause and
allow your prayer to “travel.” Listen for Beloved Adonai to respond to you. He may grace you by
His Word, or more likely, He will grant you to sense His silent presence.
You may experiment with these or ones of your selection; Christian bookstores have
copies of “promises” with prayers for all requests, i.e. courage, trouble, faith and so forth.
Shorter verses work better than longer ones. Sample verses are included:

† Praise: “Holy, holy, holy is Lord Almighty, who was, and is, and is to come!”
(Revelation 4:8).
† Adoration: “God is love “(1 John 4:16).
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† Confession: “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.” This is The
Jesus Prayer, cherished and adored by Orthodoxy and some other Christian
denominations. A shorter version is “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me.”
† Intercession: “But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you in all truth”
(John 16:13).
† Petition: “I can do all things through him who gives me strength” (Philippians 4:13).
† Thanksgiving: “I am the resurrection and the life” (John 11:25).
† Oblation: “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit” (Luke 23:46).

With all of these, slow repetition and hearing and feeling these sacred words leads
to inner stillness.
You can focus upon a single word, “Jesus,” “Lord,” “spirit,” “God,” or add few
words, “Our Father” and use the rhythm of breathing, heart beating, a waterfall, or other
cadence. Prayer beads can augment this; I find mine help me to focus.
In the Bible, an old Aramaic word “Maranatha” means “Our Lord comes” or
“Our Lord, come” and can be whispered or mentally chanted. (In the early times of the
church, it is said to have been used as a salutation. It was a prayer for the Christ’s return
and was a creedal declaration). A single inspirational word mentally uttered, and savored,
acts as an anchor to keep a meditative focus.6

WHERE AND WHEN?

Following from all of this about prayer, begin when you finish this chapter. Set this
down, and pause. Take a deep breath, and fix your eyes on something interesting—a house plant,
through a window or if you are outside, on any point in nature. Begin a brief P – R – A –Y
sequence. When you enter the “you” phase, give thanks to wherever you are in your recovery—a
day, week, month, or year. Or you may choose to gently and silently utter “Abba. Abba. Abba”
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in breathing syncopation. Our Beloved Lord, if I may say so, thirsts for your prayer with Him.
“Remain in me, and I will remain in you” (John 15:4).
In meditative prayer, the ideal is to minimize being inwardly and outwardly sidetracked,
which we shall probe next.

________

1, 2

Thomas Merton, Contemplative Prayer (New York: Image Books, 1971), 79, 37. Thomas
Merton (1915-1968) was a writer and Trappist monk. He is widely acclaimed as one of the most
influential American spiritual writers of the past century. His autobiography, The Seven Storey
Mountain appears on lists of the 100 most important books of the Twentieth Century. Merton
was the author of more than seventy books articles on topics ranging from monastic spirituality
to civil rights, nonviolence, and the nuclear arms race. Contemplative Prayer was his last book
before his premature death and is worthy of being called a classic. William Shannon’s Silence on
Fire is excellent as well.
3

See Joy Lamb, The Sword of the Spirit – The Word of God (Jacksonville, FL, 2000). This is a
handbook for spiritual intercession of various kinds, and has sections emphasizing deliverance,
renouncing the occult, and inner healing.
4

The Book of Common Prayer According to the use of the Episcopal Church (New York: The
Seabury Press, 1979), 79.
5

The Voice of the Martyrs is a non-profit, interdenominational organization with a vision for
aiding Christians around the world, who are being persecuted for their faith in Christ, fulfilling
the Great Commission, and educating the world about the ongoing persecution of Christians.
Richard Wurmbrand began the ministry of The Voice of the Martyrs. He wrote his testimony of
persecution, Tortured for Christ. He entered God's Kingdom February 17, 2001. V.O.M. will
send you their monthly publication, The Voice of the Martyrs, which documents accounts of
persecuted Christians worldwide and the relief efforts this organization provides. See their Web
site, www.persecution.com. I had not imagined the extent and severity of current Christian
persecution until I began reading their magazine.
6

See The Cloud of Unknowing and Other Works (New York: Penguin Books, 1978). While the
identity of the author is uncertain, this late fourteenth century book is a devotional classic. In part
it instructs us, with loving motive, to utter words as “Jesus” in adoring prayer. It stresses our will
and intellect cannot grasp our infinite and immortal God, but our love can pierce Him as a “cloud
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of unknowing.” As I walk in a mall, I’ll often think “Jesus” as people approach me and I see
their faces.
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CHAPTER SIX - MEDITATION

“But Jesus often went to lonely places to pray” (Luke 5:15).

To meditate is to focus our attention—and optimistically, sustain it—on someone or
something. These verses are examples. “I will meditate on all your works and consider all your
mighty deeds” (Psalm 77: 12). And, “Oh, how I love your law! I meditate on it all day long”
(Psalm 119:97). Similarly, when Jesus was alone and communed with the Father, surely He
offered praise and adoration, intercession and oblation. We have a glimpse into His prayer life in
Hebrews 5:7: “During the days of Jesus’ life on earth, he offered up prayers and petitions with
loud cries and tears to the one who could save him from death, and he was heard because of his
reverent submission.”

PRIMER ON MEDITATION

In meditation, the intent is to reduce external and internal stimuli and distractions, and to
be attentive to the object of focus. A standard aim is to allow one to relax, become calm, and
quiet the mind. A saying is attributed to Mark Twain: “Life does not consist mainly, or even
largely, of facts and happenings. It consists mainly of the storm of thoughts that is forever
blowing through one’s head.” We strive to calm the storm of thoughts.
All of this underlines the truth that much (most?) of our experience is superimposed on
the endless stream of consciousness—or more accurately—stream of unconscious thoughts,
beliefs, memories, and fantasies. When we are not attentive, we daydream, fantasize, and
reminiscence—often in surreal combinations. Recall that our mental universe is composed of
endless images and ideas.
I communicate these insights in lectures to clients on attentiveness/meditation:

104

THE PAST

THE PRESENT

THE FUTURE

mind (memory)

no mind, awake

mind (imagination)

then and there

here and now

when and where

recollection

awareness/mysticism

daydreams, fantasy

dreams

sensory attentiveness

intuition? dreams?

(accurate?) recall

prayer-meditation

probability (?)

resentment, guilt

emotional sensation

worry, anxiety

trauma, grief

stillness, silence

fear, dread

How much do we shuttle our lives between the past and the future? How little are we
actually in the present? A maxim reminds us that regret of yesterday and fear of tomorrow are
the twin thieves that steal away today. As I repeat to clients, the past is merely memory and not
now; it is mental fantasy, not reality. Indeed, we have to make peace with our past, and then
move on to today, which we shall gain knowledge of in subsequent chapters.
There is proximity between awareness, attentiveness, and meditation. In understanding
our three “time zones” we can at least exclude what attentiveness is not. Attentiveness occurs as
the eternal storms of images are momentarily calmed, neurobabble is gagged, and time stands
still. When thought stops, awareness is. Still minds run deepest.
How do we recognize this unconscious mind stream? We become stewards of our minds,
and attend to reflection. As we practice reflecting on our “mind stream and mind stuff,”
unconscious sequences become conscious and we can determine how it related to the moment.
For example, consider unpleasant memories.
For recovering people, they must indeed account for their past. Addiction causes them to
behave antisocially, which produces much guilt, regret, remorse, and shame. Ultimately the
recovering person needs to make amends to those whom he hurt or harmed. However, if in early
recovery the individual wallows about past wrongdoings day after day, he will exacerbate
chronic emotional distress—unnecessarily. If he learns to recognize and reflect on those
memories, and become aware of them, he can stop the unconscious river of guilt, etc., and attend
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to the considerations of the moment. The same reflection pertains to the “fates” of the future:
worry and dread. Unconscious emotions as anger, guilt, and depression create chronic unpleasant
mood states, which if ignored, can initiate a relapse scenario.
Conscious, deliberate reflection is impossible without awareness. Awareness is attending
to our surroundings and us. In essence, awareness is practicing being conscious of, and attentive
to, one’s inner and outer life. Consequently, there is an interrelationship in living in today and
living in immediacy. Being attentive, aware, reflecting, and practicing “meditation of the
moment” helps this quest.
I tell clients that while we may associate feelings and emotions to memories (i.e. a
romantic setting or a post-traumatic stress reaction), emotions are a present occurrence. “What
you feel is real” is an immediate experience.
There are at least two major types of meditation.
The first is mindfulness meditation. We intend to experience without analyzing, judging,
reflecting, or even remembering what we encounter. We allow to happen what happens. The
intent is to “empty” the mind, still thoughts, and observe. I have used this image. “Imagine you
are sitting alone in a dark movie theater watching a blank screen. Watch the blank screen. Watch
your mind. Watch your mind,” etc. This includes being mindful and attentive to both your inner
and outer experiences. One practices observing, attending, allowing and accepting moment-bymoment, without (as much as possible!) not judging. It is like video-taping with record “off.”
Quickly we realize how much and often we are distracted, invaded and troubled by
thoughts, feelings and sensations. Even “advanced” meditation practitioners have this problem.
Just try to will your mind to be silent! We hit “pause” and the mind hits “play.”
The other is concentration meditation. We attend and focus upon some object. It can be
achieved with eyes closed or open. These appeal to our five senses. .
Visual: we stare at a candle, a cross or icon, stained-glass window, fish tank, flower or
other nature scene, and the like. Some find it better to close the eyes and imagine a scene using
guided imagery. I teach clients, after deep breathing preparation, to recall or image a nature seen
(mountain, field, brook, ocean) and have them imagine what they see, hear, smell and feel on
their skin. Then they can practice this at home.
The Orthodox tradition has an ancient prayer practice, praying with icons. One stares at
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and into a given icon, taking into one’s heart what the image visually conveys, and then goes
beyond the image into what the image communicates, God’s love. You can also apply this
practice staring at a stained-glass window or a cross; I did so when our church had a twenty-four
hour prayer vigil. Sunlight burst through Joseph standing and Mary sitting with baby Jesus in her
lap. You can purchase smaller sizes of stained-glass windows, and hang them on a window for
the same effect. (However, in prayer and meditation they attempt to imageless prayer).
In his Spiritual Exercises, Ignatius of Loyola (1491-1556) proposed the Examen, a daily
examination of our deepest feelings and desires. The “Ignatian Method” is to virtually (and
viscerally) experience a Scripture passage when it is read. You would then close your eyes and
imagine and create a fantasy about it. You can even enter the verses(s) and appeal to the senses.
What do I see, smell, hear, feel, and touch? Who is there with me and how would they interact
with me? What is Jesus saying and doing, and how would I respond to Him? This works well
with a prayer partner or in a group.
Audio: You may find listening to your breathing, soothing music, chants or other sacred
music, recordings of natural sounds, a ticking clock, birds in the morning or crickets in the
evening, and so forth. You may wish to combine this with other mediation modalities—as long
as they do not distract from your concentration. During morning devotionals, I always play
Christian sacred music on CD’s; Anonymous 4 is always soothing.
Spoken: This involves chanting, speaking, or whispering aloud or silently Scripture
verses, Twelve-Step slogans, or The Serenity Prayer and so forth. This form has been practiced
for eons with Jews and Christians (as well as in other religions).
Smell: You may supplement the meditative mood with incense, aromatic candles, pine
needle boughs, or pine oil fragrance (pour a few drops on a table lamp’s hot light bulb) during
Advent, or with other scents to enhance concentration.
Touch: Some find tactile methods aids attention by using a rosary or prayer beads to
augment concentration on a prayer sequence. As I mentioned, due to my ADD propensities, my
ring having 10 large beads is a tactile anchor for me. Holding a small cross or masonry nail are
concrete means to remain intent on meditation. (I have one shaped like the nail used in Messiah’s
crucifixion).
Motion: You may find jogging or walking to be useful in emptying and stilling your
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mind. Others may knit, draw, sing, etc. Meditative walking is an ancient practice in nature.
Whatever sensory modality you use or combine, you intend to empty the storm of
thoughts that is forever blowing through your minds. One of the great lessons for me is this
teaches me how my mind works, but most importantly, the value of attending to our Lord is
incalculable.
Oh, that it would be so easy! Prayer warriors throughout the eons have admitted to and
consoled disciples and seekers that prayer is spiritual warfare, and their writings constantly
describe this struggle. Once again forces of the world, the flesh, and the devil all strive to thwart,
sabotage, and blaspheme our prayer times and living prayerfully. A former Orthodox Church
saint, Saint Silouan writes,

Everyone who would follow our Lord Jesus Christ is engaged in spiritual warfare, but without
the Holy Spirit the soul is incapable of even embarking on the struggle, for she [the soul] neither
knows nor understands who and where her enemies are. Our battle wages every day, every hour.1
We takes a focused effort to meditate in prayer with our restless bodies yearning to fidget
and be pacified, and our unconscious mental energies wanting to erupt in some frivolous thought
or irrelevant reverie. Our television and video remotes are symbolic of our unruly minds, which
change mental channel after channel. If this was all we had to contend with, meditation would be
a relatively uncomplicated task.
Scores of biblical passages address this and other unholy trinity, but surely John 1:5
amalgamates all of them: “The light shines in the darkness but the darkness has not understood.”
The forces of darkness are all of the marauding hordes of spirits that hate our Lord and revel at
any opportunity to obstruct our praying. Saint Paul advises us, “For our struggle is not against
flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark
world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms” (Eph. 6:12).
The battle is against our endless procession of thoughts—and the Enemy. As we
meditatively pray and focus upon a verse or holy name, thoughts like mosquitoes begin to buzz
on the outside of our inner closet door. If we even crack open the inner door, one follows another
and another until the racket distracts us or worse, they arouse our vices or deadly passions. The
passions spiritually darken the light of our prayers. (John Climacus’ The Ladder of Divine Ascent
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has a “genogram” of the major passions-vices, such as gluttony, lust, greed, wrath, slothdespondency, pride, vainglory, and their brood, which we will examine in Chapter Ten).
It follows that by God’s grace and with our fearless, incessant awareness and reflection,
we learn to recognize thoughts before they distract, or worse, inflame into passion.

Reflect on this illustrative situation. We are practicing Lectio Divina, prayerful reflection,
on a porch one cool autumn evening. Wrapped in a comforter, we behold the Milky Way, and
notice Jupiter with it yellowish tint contrast with the bluish hue of stars. We focus on God is love
and whisper it rhythmically and sacredly. Orion’s belt reminds us of an astronomy book in the
living room bookcase. Then we think about how the carpet needs vacuuming. After that we
recall how a deceased parent used to vacuum in the home where we grew up. The thought of an
old conflict arises and we regret that we never attempted to resolve it. Suddenly sloth causes us
an impulse to stand up and channel surf. Was this caused by our inattentiveness and
undisciplined minds? This is the endless contention we face and endure as we pray. All of the
Christian fathers and mothers had the same struggle. Simply realize you are wandering, breathe
deeply, refocus on Jupiter, and resume thinking “God is love.” Malicious entitles lust to thwart
and derail our prayer. They war against our efforts to relate with our God. They pursue us with
insect purpose. The battlefield is in the ground and atmosphere of the mind.
Such are our thoughts. ”Be on guard! Be alert! You do not know when that time will
come” (Mark 13:33). This is a form of meditation: awareness in the eternal moment. Actually,
every moment is eternal newness. Ponder this for a moment, if you will.
In meditation, as well at our Christian life, the purpose is kenosis, a Greek term meaning
“emptying” or “self-emptying.” It is portrayed in Philippians 2:5-8 (an early embedded hymn) as
Paul instructs:

“Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: who, being in very nature God, did not
consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very
nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he
humbled himself and became obedient to death—even death on a cross!”
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Kenosis is indicative of our challenge as Christians while we dwell on this planet, and
servant hood is the way. In meditation, we attempt to empty ourselves of ideas and images to
allow our Beloved Abba to be present.
It is difficult to discern when meditative prayer transforms into contemplative prayer. We
enter this phase when “we” disappear and self becomes void (or at least “we” are forgotten.) Our
normal experience is subject-object. Me “here” and “other” outside me, which mystics dub
duality. This is typical ego-consciousness. Meditation strives to dissolve ego-boundaries into
mystical union. Does this occur when we feel the Spirit of God’s stillness? God only knows.
Contemplative prayer-meditation is without words or images. We endeavor to experience
Psalm 46:10: “Be still, and know that I am God.” We could silently whisper “Be still. Be . . .
still. . . Be . . . . . . still. . . . . . Be . . . . . . . . . still . . . . . . . . .” This is our ideal and our perplexity.
God is infinitely beyond and infinite close. We open our hearts, minds, souls, spirits and hands to
Him and wait.
Notice that our relationship becomes more intense, more committed, and more joyful as
contemplation progresses. At this very point in writing this chapter, I stopped typing and
prepared for a five mile race one Saturday morning.
I drove and parked, thirty minutes before the race began. I sat in my car that November
morning, facing Salem Lake. It was thirty-six degrees. Mounds of steam rose from the lake’s
surface and moved from right to left as sunshine seemed to push the vapor clouds along. All I
could do is behold and “know” that Christ was with me. Suddenly a silhouetted rowboat, with a
dark figure gripping a small motor’s protruding handle, glided through white plumes, slid along
and vanished in the lake cloud. I was mesmerized. I felt being alive on God’s planet at that
moment. I suspect this was an example of contemplation.
At any rate, in contemplative prayer Saint John of the Cross, perhaps the grandest writer
of mysticism that ever lived, furnished a keen perception into what we should seek and be
content with to encounter:

What they must do is merely to leave the soul free and disencumbered and at rest from all
knowledge and thought, troubling not themselves, in that state, about what they shall think or
meditate upon, but contenting themselves with merely a peaceful and loving attentiveness toward
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God, and in being without anxiety, without the ability and without the desire to have experience
of Him or to perceive Him.2

I both read about and learned long ago how difficult prayer can be. It is easy when God is
present and difficult when He withdraws His presence, or more accurately, when we do not feel
Him with us. What is more, how easy it is to lapse into daydreaming.
No pain, no gain: the platitude conveys this aspect of our prayer life: Much as we try to
avoid or minimize discomfort and effort in our Christian journeys, we wisely accept them and
trust our Beloved Redeemer to enable us to sustain and bear them—including aridity or dryness
in prayer. “Follow by faith, not by feelings.”
The summit of prayer is Transformation. This is not of us, by us, or from us—despite our
humblest, sincerest, and most dedicated prayer efforts.
“Transfiguration” as a subtle or rapturous prayer experience is inspired from Jesus’
transfiguration on the mountain, in which we will review this relevant passage: “Then a cloud
appeared and enveloped them, and a voice came from the cloud, “‘this is my Son, whom I love.
Listen to him!’” (Mark 9:7).
God would not reveal His full Glory to us; at best we would be instantly blinded or else
we likely would drop dead on the spot. Recall when He descended upon Mount Sinai, “On the
morning of the third day there was thunder and lightning, with a thick cloud over the mountain,
and a very loud trumpet blast. Everyone in the camp trembled” (Exodus 19:16). He remains
hidden in a “cloud,” but is always “I AM”.
In His perfect timing, at times our Lord does manifest to us while we pray. Occasionally
during and after prayer, I am serene. Much of this genre of prayer is adoration. Many describe
this phase as “divine darkness.”
The intent of both meditative and contemplative prayer is not silence or stillness as in a
Zen objective, but to wait and listen for our Beloved: “Here I am! I stand and knock at the door.
If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me”
(Rev. 3:20). He is with us as we pray. Our radical trust in Him remains even when our given
prayer episode is dry, distracted, and in Merton’s phrase “apparently fruitless.” God blesses all of
our holy intentions.
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The essence is “knowing” that He was, is, and will come during our prayer. For as much
for my benefit as yours, let us not covet some euphoric feeling as “proof” He hears us. Shall we
term this emotional idolatry—if we seek as proof some emotional experience? I do not worry
any longer “God isn’t here” or “God doesn’t care” when aridity prevails. This error will simply
compound my distracted mood. I attempt to remember the fact that I cannot gauge God’s
presence in any moment solely on my feelings. Prayer is not about an emotional-spiritual rush or
buzz. Christian transformation is all about mystical love, which is the path leading us to summit
experiences. The climb, I remind myself, is strenuous.
To summarize, we have both prayerful and spiritual phases:

Intention → Preparation → Purification → I-me → I-Thou → Thou-I → Thou- I AM

OVERWHELMING?

I agree that all of this may feel demoralizing to you, wherever you are in your recovery.
You may still be is active addiction or a newborn in early recovery. Take heart! I also am
overwhelmed by how little I can do on my own. A lifetime is too short to perfect this universe of
prayer. I feel like a rookie even after all of these years.
How do you begin?3 Now. You begin when you close this chapter. Close your eyes, and
slowly whisper or think, “Thank you, Abba” over and over, synchronized with inhaling and
exhaling. Do it for 5 minutes. Practice meditation at least three times a week, although I have
read daily meditation is required to gain maximum benefits.
Create, perfect, and maintain a morning devotional with Bible study, practice Lectio
Divina, “divine reading,” copy a verse on note card (perhaps with a calligraphy pen), glance and
reflect on it going to work or elsewhere, and place it in view in your worksite. Let the verse be
absorbed in your spirit. Say little prayer during the day or the verse of the day. Devote time in
the evenings to read Christian writings.
Weekdays, I shut off television and computers by 8:00 P.M. and usually have a book or
workbook to occupy time productively. (Personally, I am driven to read only Christian books). If

112

I have no commitments, I go to the basement den, get on my knees and say a brief prayer of
praise, confession, intercession, and then sink into my meditation chair. My intention to initiate
this preparation → conversation → meditation → contemplation process.
I find participating in my church’s Wednesday evening intercessory prayer group
invaluable and by listening to others’ prayers, learned more about this sacred prayer practice.
Recalling “Jesus often withdrew to lonely places and prayed,” so I am inspired to act likewise.
I have learned psychological benefits from striving to pray often, which confirms for me
this insight: “A hermit used to say, ‘Ceaseless prayer soon heals the mind.’”4
As we draw this chapter to a close, these verses accentuate prayer as a cornerstone of our
Lord, to our Lord, and for our Lord.

“To Him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you before His glorious
presence without fault and with great joy—to the only God our Savior be glory,
majesty, power and authority, through Jesus Christ our Lord, before all ages,
now and forevermore! Amen” (Jude 1:24).

_________
1

Archimandrite Sophrony. Trans. Rosemary Edmonds, St. Silouan the Athonite (Crestwood, NY:
St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1991), 423. Staretz Silouan (1886-1938) was a Russian peasant
who joined an Orthodox monastery, Mt. Athos and was canonized as a saint in the Orthodox
Church. The book is part biography and a collection of his writings. I marvel and envy his
humility, love and intimacy with our Lord. By the way, when he first entered Mt. Athos, he spent
a few days recalling and writing all of his sins (p. 21). AA’s Step Four and Step Five (confess to
self and then to others) had ancient origins in Christianity, e. g. James 5:16.
2

Saint John of the Cross. Trans. and Ed. by Allison Peers, The Dark Night of the Soul (New
York: Doubleday Dell Publishing Group, Inc., 1990), 71. St. John of the Cross (1542-1591)
stands as one of the most important mystical theologians in Christian history. His book, Dark
Night of the Soul, narrates the journey of the soul to union with God. The Dark Night symbolizes
the hardships and difficulties prayer practitioners encounter in seeking union with God. Hence,
this dark night is actually Divine Darkness. His Ascent of Mount Carmel is equally sublime.
3

See Dick Eastman, The Hour that Changes the World (MI: Chosen Books, 2005). The author
proposes twelve prayer categories to focus upon for five minutes each, totaling one hour. It is a
worthy overview of the main types of prayer.
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4

Trans. by Benedicta Ward, The Desert Fathers – Sayings of the Early Desert Monks (New
York: Penguin Books, 2003), 132. This delightful book introduces us to the sayings of early
monastics and their spiritual mind-sets; as these passages reveal, devoted prayer is only
achievable due to God’s grace. Their sayings are profuse with wit, candor, and discernment.

114

CHAPTER SEVEN - THE WORD OF GOD

“For the word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it
penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes
of the heart” (Hebrews 4:12).
To review, we have traveled through The Kingdom, Despair, Power in Weakness, The
Church, Prayer, and Meditation. These are all steps on the ladder to Christian recovery.

JOHN AND JANE - THREE YEARS LATER

John and Jane largely committed to their recovery lifestyle. Unfortunately Jane, barely
five-feet tall, little by little gained weight until she was at 170 pounds. While sleeping she
snored, and John occasionally awoke to hear Jane hold her breath in her sleep. Glancing at her in
the nightlight, she appeared dead with her mouth open until, with a jolt, she gasped and blew out
air. He thought this most peculiar, but as he was a heavy sleeper, he quickly fell asleep. Jane
abided by her recovery and maintained abstinence from sleep products, and had no problem
falling asleep. Nevertheless, typically she awoke with a headache and generally felt wretched
“like someone hammering my head all night.”
While reading the newspaper, John read about a sleep disorder, sleep apnea, and realized
this was Jane’s condition. He showed her the article, and wisely she scheduled an appointment to
see a sleep specialist. She was directed to undergo a sleep study with a dozen others like her on
weekday night.
The next morning the doctor sat down and explained. “Obstructive sleep apnea is caused
by a blockage of the airway, usually when the soft tissue in the rear of the throat collapses and
closes during sleep. With each apnea event, the brain briefly arouses people in order for them to
resume breathing but they rarely awake and do not know what is happening. Sleep is extremely
fragmented and of poor quality due to oxygen deprivation.
“Obstructive Sleep apnea is very common, as common as adult diabetes, and affects more
than twelve million Americans. Risk factors include being male, overweight, and over the age

115

of40, but sleep apnea can strike anyone at any age, even children. Yet because of the lack of
awareness by the public and healthcare professionals, the vast majority remain undiagnosed and
therefore untreated, despite the fact this serious disorder can have significant and even lethal
consequences.
“Untreated, sleep apnea can cause high blood pressure and other cardiovascular disease,
memory problems, weight gain, impotency, headaches, and even death. Moreover, untreated
sleep apnea may be responsible for job impairment and motor vehicle crashes.
“The good news is that we have a solution for you!”
She slept with a sleep machine that blew air through a connected tube into a sealed mask,
which she wore over her nose and mouth. The device prevented her windpipe from collapsing,
when while asleep this caused her unconsciously to hold her breath. She noticed an immediate
change and felt rested mornings, without headaches.
Despite what she learned about caffeine in treatment for recovering addicts, she began
drinking ice tea at dinner. While shopping, she noticed a six-pack of her favorite soda
(caffeinated), and in an instant it was in her shopping cart. Soon she drank four a day and
switched from decaf to “the real deal” at her 8:00 AA meetings. The old saw states “a keg is to a
fraternity house as coffee is to an AA meeting.” Lo and behold, she had problems falling asleep.
Eventually, while scanning an aisle for aspirin, she saw Tylenol PM, rationalized “I better get it
just in case . . .” and “plop” it went into her shopping cart.
Knowing how John would react, she hid it in one of her bathroom drawers. Soon “Just in
case” arrived when, after two cups of coffee at AA, and at 1:00 AM as John snored away while
her mind raced, she got up and took one. She forgot to reattach her sleep mask and due to that
OTC sedative, soon she passed out. The next day she awoke with a pounding head. John
wondered why she drank three cups of coffee that ominous morning.
To her credit, she remained faithful to her Bible through all of this, and read it before she
turned off her night lamp. She had an idea that if she would randomly open it up and quickly
point to a passage or two, that God would supernaturally give her a personal application
wherever she pointed her finger.
This evening she did so and her finger landed on Matthew 27: Then he went away and
hanged himself. Let us say her attention was focused. She continued, shut her eyes, closed,
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reopened her Bible and pointed to a phrase in Luke 10:37: “Go and do likewise.” She swallowed,
and one more time repeated the process. Her finger landed on John 13:27: “What you are about
to do, do quickly.”

INTO THE BIBLE

Since Genesis 1:1 Our God, both of ancient Hebrews and us, is unique. He manifested
Himself by His word, His voice and His utterances, and His actions in this world. His first
spoken words began in the third verse of Genesis, “And God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there
was light”. His Word remains in perpetuity: “Surely the people are grass. The grass withers and
the flowers fall, but the word of God stands forever” (Isaiah 30:8). Glancing above to Hebrews
4:12, our Lord’s Word is sharp, “divides” our soul and spirit, “joints and marrow” and
thoroughly judges our innermost “thoughts and attitudes.” It is a mirror adjudicating the world,
the flesh, and the devil without and within. It is not so much that we interpret the Bible; the
Bible interprets us.
In that memorable passage on the armor of God, Paul concludes with a relevant
comment: “Take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God”
(Ephesians 6:17). This is quite a powerful image that the sword of the Spirit is the word of God.
John MacArthur writes,

Truth is never determined by looking at God’s Word and asking, what does this mean to me?
Whenever I hear someone talk like that, I’m inclined to ask, “What did the Bible mean before
you existed? What does God mean by what He says?” Those are the proper questions to be
asking. Truth and meaning are not determined by how we feel about something. The true
meaning of Scripture—or anything else, for that matter—has already been determined and fixed
by the mind of God. My task as interpreter is to discern that meaning.1

Interesting perspective: What did the Bible mean before we were born? And, what will it
mean after we die? What did God intend for us to receive and learn in these sixty-six books? We
shall pursue this, but first, a nagging question arises.
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Is the Bible accurate, truthful, historically reliable and trustworthy? The answer is indeed
yes. Paul in 2 Timothy 3:16-17 declares: ”All Scripture is God-breathed and useful for teaching,
rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly
equipped for every good work”. MacArthur comments further, “Truth is what God decrees. The
Bible is the Divine Word. And He has given us an infallible source of saving truth in His
revealed Word.”2
The Bible is both the Autobiography of God via the authorship of the Holy Spirit and a
collection of biographies by numerous inspired writers. It is not simply about God but written by
God.
Like other subjects we have focused upon thus far, there are volumes and stacks of books
and articles on the Bible—and countless seminary school and Bible college courses, and majors.
The Bible is another cornerstone of our faith. It is assumed you are familiar with both Old
Testament and New Testament Scripture. This section is added as a primer on sound Bible study
and a few fundamental points will be introduced. You can (and should) receive professional
direction from your clergy, professors, leaders of Bible study groups, and other competent
Christian men and women.

BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION BASICS3

The books in the Bible have been written, collected, and complied over millennia. The
present forms have several translations in English and these have been translated into almost all
of the languages on this planet. There are sixty-six books; thirty-nine are OT and twenty-seven
are NT. Hebrew canon has three parts: Law (instruction in the first five book of the Old
Testament, the Torah), Prophets, and the Writings. The Bible’s authority stems from Divine
inspiration. Some profess it is literally and historically inerrant and infallible; other believe, at
the very least, is spiritually inerrant and infallible. Our faith would be invalid if we did not hold
to certain fundamental historical truths, such as Christ’s birth, life, crucifixion, resurrection,
ascension and promise of His second coming, for example.
There are many different kinds of biblical literature. Broadly, they are prose (literal) and
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poetry (figurative) writings. Others are narrative, laws, historical prose, psalms and songs,
wisdom and proverbs, allegory, letters, prayers, parables, analogies, prophecy, polemic and
logical discourse, genealogies, gospels, hymns, apocalyptic and non-canonical, and the Roman
Catholic Apocrypha (not considered canon in non-Catholic Bibles). Largely, The New
Testament is composed of Gospels, history (Acts), epistles (directed to specific churches), and
apocalyptic literature (Revelation).
A few technical terms and distinctions follow.
Biblical interpretation, hermeneutics, is the study and investigation of general principles
of the Bible. Simply, for both Jews and Christians throughout their histories, the primary purpose
of interpretation has been to discover biblical fact and truth. It is the process of examining the
actual, original (as much as possible) biblical text and what their audience was supposed to learn
and live. In textual interpretation, like any subject-object relationship, there is the relationship
between us and it, our minds, and biblical texts. Hermeneutics involves establishing the
principles for our understanding any part of the Bible, and then interpreting it so its message is
made clear to the reader or listener. We are hermeneutic beings!
Honest interpretation seeks to be faithful to the historical text, context, subtext, the
author(s) intention, and literary style. Who was the author(s), and what was the historical setting
and original meaning? How did his or her contemporaries interpret the text, as well as later
authors? Why did he write it? What did it mean then? To whom was it written? What is the
problem and God’s solution or answer? What does it mean to us? And, how does it apply to you
and me? For instance, in Luke 24:27 Jesus applied hermeneutics and exposition (application) to
two of them (Luke 24:13ff) as they walked on the road to Emmaus.
This sequence has been called observation, interpretation, and application.
Observation is examining what the text says. We inquire into who: who wrote it and to
whom, and who are the people involved? What occurs, what is said, what is the literary style and
the point? When was it written and does it pertain to the past, present, or future? Where does it
occur? Where is the setting? Why is it written? How may include instruction or directions.
Interpretation is the next—and most problematic phase. As noted earlier, the correct
question is what did and does God mean by what is written? What did the original author(s)
intend to communicate? There is our tendency to read our projections into the text. The Bible is
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like looking down into a well, and we should be discerning because all we may see are our
reflections.

LITERALLY OR FIGURATIVELY?

Consider Matthew 10:34: “Do not suppose that I came to bring peace to the earth. I did
not come to bring peace but a sword.” Someone who takes this literally can justify applying all
sorts of physical force since “Jesus said it.” While we can dismiss this as nonsense and agree
surely this was not Jesus’ intention, it points out the problem of hermeneutics. Someone could
equally argue this contradicts Jesus as being the “prince of peace.” There is also a risk that we
could stray into the snare of smugness and self-deception: “You blind guides! You strain out a
gnat but swallow a camel!” (Matthew 23:24). Pascal has sound advice regarding interpretation:
“Two errors: 1. to take everything literally; 2. to take everything spiritually.”4 We are obligated
to ponder both the letter of the Word and the spirit of the Word inviting the Holy Spirit to guide
us.
How do we discern between what passages are intended to be literal, factual, and
historical, or not? Is the account of the Garden of Eden a historical sequence of events or it a
symbolic, metaphorical story about the folly of disobedience? Or, mixtures of both?
Similarly, reflect on Jonah, where in verse 1:17 “the Lord provided a great fish to
swallow Jonah, and Jonah was inside the fish three nights. And the Lord commanded the fish,
and it vomited Jonah onto dry land” (2:10). A literalist would claim God can do anything, even
provide enough air for Jonah to breath for three days, and prevent the fish’s stomach acid from
digesting him. Others construe this to be a parable or allegory about God’s love and intention for
all to be saved even during those times we are in spiritual darkness. Furthermore, it is obvious
that three days prefigures Christ’s three day burial and resurrection. However, Jesus took it
literally.
Or, what about the beginning of Job? Literal, figurative, or both? Let’s pause and inquire.
Our infinitely wise God has a peculiar conversion with conniving Satan about Job. God
says Job “is blameless and upright, a man who fears God and shuns evil” (Job 1:8). The
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subsequent text implies Satan tempts or lures God by presuming “You have blessed the work of
his hands . . . [You] strike everything he has, and he will surely curse your face.” The Lord said
to Satan, “Very well, then, everything he has is in your hands, but on the man himself do not lay
a finger.” (A different version is in Job 2:1-8 where Satan lifted more than a finger upon Job). Is
this a historical conversation that the writer(s) of Job—or Job himself—recorded, passed on the
memory until it was written centuries later, possibly 600-400 B.E.C.? How does one interpret it?
One more example should suffice. Even the most literally-minded soul, when probing
into Matthew 26:26, 28 ‘Take and eat, this is my body” or “This is my blood of the covenant”
knows Jesus is speaking metaphorically and symbolically.
This applies to the Bible in general. In conclusion, some believe the entire Bible is a
literal account; some claim it is all figurative; and some combine both perspectives. It should be
evident it combines both. A useful rule is to read literally and recognize figurative speech when
appropriate. A poignant aphorism: The Bible is really true and some of it actually happened.
Application is the final phase. Now what? What are we to do about it? Are we to trust
His promise? Abide by a warning? Obey a commandment? Follow an instruction? Go and do
likewise? The phases of observation (What did God say then), interpretation (What does God
mean?), and application (What does God say now?) are a most useful guide.
The question asked previously remains (for some) a perplexity: Is the Bible accurate,
truthful, and trustworthy? (Clearly it was written for two communities, ancient Hebrews and
early Christians).5 Most affirmatively, yes. Let us probe further.

THE FOUNDATION: CHRIST

“In the beginning was the Word.” As the onset, the Word of God was first written in the
New Testament, probably within a decade after His resurrection. Jesus was and is the living
Word. This is recorded in the first celebrated fifteen verses of John’s first chapter, and it stresses
“The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us” (John 1:14). And, in 1 John 1:3: “We
proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that you also may have fellowship with us. And
our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ.”
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Do you believe (radically trust) that Jesus is the prophesized Messiah, the living Son of
the living God? Or, do you have any doubts? If you are uncertain and unconvinced of Jesus as
portrayed in Scripture, why trust other parts of the Bible? All of this hinges upon historical facts
and logical conclusion.
However, once again it can be a long way from the head to the heart. Billy Graham
diagnosis the difficulty:

Many Christians can say “I’m a member of a church. I’ve been confirmed. I’ve tried to do my
best.” But deep in their hearts they haven’t really experienced Christ in total commitment. He
may be their Savior; but He hasn’t yet become their Lord, and Lord and Savior must go together.
He is the Lord Jesus Christ.6

It is undeniably true that anybody’s conversion from a non-believer to a Christian
believer is God-given and inspired: “no one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ except by the Holy Spirit”
(1 Corinthians 12:3). God does the converting; yet, can we identify any rational and sound
arguments? For the moment we shall pursue a logical inquiry the leads to Jesus as “I am the
resurrection and the life” (John 11:25). We accept Jesus as Lord by grace and through faith—but
is there a lucid case that at least would appeal to our sense of reason?

JESUS: LEGEND OR LORD?

Ponder Luke 24:36-39: “While they were still talking about this, Jesus himself stood
among them and said to them, ‘Peace be with you. Look at my hands and my feet. It is I myself!
Touch me and see; a ghost does not have flesh and bones, as you see I have.’” Some skeptics
would provide the usual, hackneyed arguments: The disciples hallucinated; it was legend
engineered millennia ago by wishful disciples; later Christian editors contrived it as a myth, and
so forth. I shall show you the basic rationale why what Christians believe is logical and coherent.
There are only three possible final outcomes for Jesus’ death: rigor mortis, resuscitation, or
resurrection. Thus:
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•

1. Jesus died on a Roman cross, was buried and stayed dead.

•

2. Jesus was “comatose,” later awoke, somehow left the tomb, appeared to His disciples

and other eyewitnesses as “risen.”
•

3. Jesus died, rose with a new body to eyewitnesses—according to Scripture.

Opponent’s arguments ate italicized and Christian refutations follow.

“They” forgot where Jesus tomb was. Wrong tomb theory. Threat of torture or jail would
improve memories. Burial by Joseph suggests tomb’s location known; the women knew where it
was. No ancient sources suggest this.
Guards, on their own initiative or via bribes, stole the body. For Hebrew or Roman
guards, what would be their motive to steal a bloody carcass? Even if bribed, they would risk
severe punishment if authorities found them out although Matthew 28:11-15 states bribes were
paid.
The disciples stole the body, while the guards slept. His Jewish disciples would become
defiled and unclean touching a corpse? Motive? Moreover, guards slept while a boulder was
moved?
Jesus “passed out” in the tomb (2-3 day coma) and was revived. This is the “swoon
theory,” He was drugged by some concoction He drank on the cross, and awoke opponents
profess. Really? He was beaten, brutally scourged, dehydrated, lost blood, and speared. Did
Jesus’ pierced hands push a huge boulder uphill—several hundred pounds—then walked on
pierced ankles?
A conspiracy scheme was orchestrated, the “Passover plot” hoax. People die for their
beliefs, but would eleven disciples willingly be martyred and die for a lie? What would be their
motive? How would they benefit?
Those seeing the resurrected Jesus hallucinated, “emotional contagion.” Hysteria. There
were multiple appearances in front of multiple people in multiple places. Jesus sometimes
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touched and ate with His disciples.
Only Jesus’ disciples testified He rose. Jesus’ brothers and James who became head of
the Jerusalem church, were skeptics.
They saw a vision, His angel, ghost, or spirit. Jesus sometimes touched and ate with his
disciples. Luke 24:39, 42 says “Touch Me and see; no ghost has flesh and blood as you can see I
have. They offered him a piece of fish that they cooked, which he took and ate before their eyes.
Consider that the disciples all deserted him and ran away (Mt. 26:56). What happened
that transformed them from frightened souls to courageous martyrs?
The resurrection accounts are legends written many years later like this Christian myth.
See very early creeds imbedded as follows: Phil. 2:6-11, Colos. 1: 15-20, 1 Cor 15:3-8
were used within 5-10 years. This is called the “short gap fact” between event and texts.
N.T. is contradictory, has inconsistencies. N.T. is by ancient standards is very consistent;
too consistent would invalidate independent witnesses and prove copying. Most are minor errors
or variants in spellings, stylistic changes, or geographical-mathematical differences.
People would have forgotten what happened, distorted memories. Recall the “oral
tradition.” Some rabbi’s memorized the O.T. Then as now, some Jews had prodigious memories.
Jesus spoke in Aramaic, a language with rhythms and meters. Moreover, these were emotional
memories! Where were you when 9-11-01 occurred? What were you doing? In my era, the same
holds true for JFK’s assassination.
Only Christian writers referred to Christ. Five secular sources, including Josephus the
Jewish historian and Tacitus the Roman historian, refer to Christ’s crucifixion.
The NT. was all mass produced somewhere. Copies are remarkably accurate, produced
from different geographical areas one to two generations from original recollections and
writings, into Latin, Syriac, and Coptic. ~5,000 Greek manuscripts exist.

In summary, an acronym CREEDD outlines the historical evidence.
† Crucifixion → † Rigor Mortis, resuscitation, or resurrection → † Empty tomb → †
Eyewitnesses Appearances → † Disciples’ martyrdom → † Documentary evidence
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In all of this, my motive is to appeal to your commonsensical reason that the Bible is
accurate, truthful, and trustworthy in general, in verse, and most importantly that Jesus was
raised by our Father according to the Scriptures. This is not Greek mythology!
Furthermore, Scripture tells us Jesus was conceived by the Holy Spirit (Luke 1:31),
sinless (2 Corinthians 10:1; Hebrews 4:15), had authority to forgive sins (Mark 2:10), predicted
His death and resurrection (Mark 8:31), rose from the dead (1 Corinthians 15:3ff), visited His
disciples both in human and supernatural form (Luke 24:36) and ascended to heaven (Ephesians
4:8).7
Please be reminded and reassured that because of your addition, no matter what you have
done—however banal or heinous—if you ”Repent and believe the good news” (Mark 1:15), you
shall return like the prodigal son to the living Father’s open arms (Luke 15:11-32). Your ultimate
future? Believe in Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, chapter 15:42ff:

“So will it be with the resurrection of the dead. The body that is sown is perishable, it is raised
imperishable; it is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory; it is sown in weakness, it is raised in
power; it is sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body. If there is a natural body, there is
also a spiritual body. The first man was of the dust of the earth, the second man from heaven. For
the perishable must clothe itself with the imperishable and the mortal with immortality. When
the perishable has been clothed with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality, then the
saying that is written will come true: “Death has been swallowed up in victory.”

NOW WHAT?

A few suggestions come to mind. If you currently read and study your Bible, persist. I
urge you to read and reflect on it daily. The Old Testament is important, but since the New
Testament if the fulfillment of the old, you should focus upon Christ’s life, crucifixion,
resurrection, ascension and the Holy Spirit’s spread of Christianity.
If you have not touched a Bible a long time, dust off a copy or buy a new one.9
I say this with some trepidation: some believe that the Kings James Version is the only
“authentic” English translation. Let’s be reasonable. It was first translated centuries ago, in old
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style English, so you may prefer a newer version using contemporary English.
In any event, here again commit to reading a chapter of the New Testament every day.
Begin with the Gospel of John or Mark. There are numerous commentaries for all the books of
the Bible; select one for John to supplement your comprehension. In addition, there are study and
reference Bibles, Bible dictionaries and encyclopedias, and concordances which list where
biblical words can be found. Some devote to four chapter readings: one Old Testament; one
Psalm; one Gospel and one post-gospel chapter (Acts, Romans etc.). There are menus for reading
the Bible over a year.
Some other areas of study entail biographies of people named in the Bible (Mary
Magdalene has provoked much interest in recent years), word study (faith, holy, hell etc.), and
the survey method which is an overview of the OT and NT books. The possibilities are
numerous.
Keep a daily journal and comment on Scripture that moves you. I use a blue pen for
scripture verses, and write my reflections accordingly over the past twenty years or more.
In addition, join a Bible study group at church. I have been in one for years, and the Bible
comes alive as I share and listen to other Christian’s views and experiences.
The Bible, composed of Old Testament (Hebrew) and New Testament (Christian)
Scriptures, continues to perplex and dazzle, annoy and elevate me. The Bible does indeed
interpret us. The Bible is always new whenever we open, read, and discuss a verse, passage,
section, or chapter. To amend the proverb, nobody steps in the same river—or same Bible—
once. The Bible’s currents and cross-currents act like ocean riptides; at other times we are
becalmed in astonishment. A verse’s wave can carry us through the day. The Holy Spirit
breathes and breathes and on occasion, blows us into sheer bewilderment like a tempest on the
Sea of Galilee. It amazes me how indifferent I was to its depth, until with my little effort and
mostly the Advocate’s inspiration, I could even begin to plunge below its surface. Could we
expect any less from God’s written revelation?
Think about this: what sacred text gives us a more honest and brutally straightforward
description of people? The Bible is indeed human life “in the raw” and the ways of the flesh, the
world, and the devil are fearlessly portrayed. For example, the text that identifies this ungodly
trinity is Ephesians 2:1-3:

126

As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, in which you used to live when you
followed the ways of the world [political-economic system of men, Gk. kosmos] and the ruler of
the kingdom of the air, the spirit [devil] who is now at work in those who are disobedient. All of
us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature [flesh] and
following its desires and thoughts.

If you still have doubts, God waits for you. I invite you to set this aside, open your Bible,
and read out loud Luke 15:11-24.
Some of you may be as fortunate as I am: God will deliver you from you addiction to the
extent you never again desire it. I do not and advise you to never take Him for granted, or be
presumptuous in this regard. Most likely, most of you will struggle to abstain and episodically
will have using thoughts, urges, preoccupations, and even emotional-physical cravings to seek
and consume your drug(s) of compulsion, including tobacco products.10 Therefore, a sound
understanding of relapse progression is apropos. (When you read the addendum chapter, The
Brain, you will understand the neurological forces promoting desires to consume).
I am convinced the Bible, church, and His work in me enabled me to end the hazy
chapter in my life, which follows.

MY FINALE WITH THAT NOTORIOUS, NEFARIOUS HERB

Most of us long for a soul mate, and some of you are blessed to have one. We want a
loving spouse and family to create and maintain in our lives. I vividly recall loneliness and
destitution much of my adult life—especially during weekends. After my conversion on 2-18-78,
I shopped for a church and joined a one in 1979. I confess to you that motive was not entirely
pure; I reasoned that I might find a spouse in church and confessed to God my mixed motive, but
vowed to turn toward Him and be patient. I had a few liaisons that fortunately did not develop.
Again, I trust due to the prompting of the Spirit, I decided to be celibate and ceased fornicating.
At a church supper on a Friday evening, SHE arrived. I’m absolutely convinced Christine and I
were “made in heaven.”
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After a few years passed, Jessica’s birth in 1982 was another extraordinary turning point
in our lives. Old habits die hard, however. I plead guilty: I still smoked marijuana some
weekends. I reduced frequency and amount over the years, but still would “bum a joint” for
clandestine use even though my soul mate made it clear that she detested it. Addiction is all
about the buzz and I still would not stop. Did I feel some phoniness using and being a Christian?
Denial is a most persuasive defense mechanism. “What’s the harm in occasionally indulging in
pot?” I rationalized. “Rational-lies” is that apt pun on the word. Thankfully, God did not abandon
me.
One Saturday morning, I retrieved a joint hidden in my trucks ashtray (the police would
never think to look there). I drove to complete errands, mostly for six-month old Jessica. I lit one
while driving (a brilliant maneuver to say the least. For the unacquainted, all cannabis
connoisseurs believe they drive more safely and carefully while under the influence. In truth,
since depth perception is impaired, it is like driving with one eye shut and what is more, reflexes
are dulled and delayed. This is why it is called Driving While Impaired). I always felt some guilt,
knowing my soul mate’s condemnation. (How often do we feel guilt before the act?)
After buying Pampers, baby oil, spill-proof cups, baby wipes, baby food, coloring books,
watercolors, and crayons, I headed home and did the last minutia of the roach. As I drove back to
the house, the Spirit of Truth finally pried opened my obstinacy. Similar to those “thoughts” that
prompted my conversion, a thought came to me: “This in nothing but a lonely trip.” It had
momentous impact. I had a strange sensation and reckoning: I knew this was the last time I
would ever use it. Call it a spiritual awakening. Perhaps the Holy Spirit anointed me. I
understood pot for what it was—a drug I could not share with the people most important in my
life. A drug that clouded my relationship with our Lord.
It has been over thirty years, and while I will not succumb to AA’s “ego inflation” and
vow “Never again,” I believe God has delivered me from even the desire to “One won’t hurt.”

In conclusion, we are recovering, not recovered, from addiction. Likewise, we are
recovering, not recovered sinners. We are redeemed sinners through and in God’s grace, and
sometimes we are even holy and saintly.
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By way of inspiration: You are the son or daughter of the Most High (El Elyon), the child
of our Immortal, Invisible, Infinite, Invincible, Indivisible, and Immutable God of gods, Light of
lights, King of kings, and Lord of lords—the living Father of the Messiah and the Holy Spirit.
In the next chapter, we step up another rung of this recovery ladder to Confession.

_________
1, 2

John MacArthur, The Truth War – Fighting for Certainty in an Age of Deception. Study
Guide (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2007), 51, 83. This book rallied me into realizing Christians
should be apologists and that compromise on some fundamental doctrine of Christianity will
usurp God’s truth.
3

See Walter A. Elwell, Editor, Evangelical Dictionary of Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker Book
House, 1984), 136-148. They present articles on biblical authority, inerrancy and infallibility,
and inspiration.
4

Blaise Pascal, trans. A. J. Krailsheimer, Pensees (New York: Penguin Books, 1988), 104.

5

There are also a cultural vs. contemporary predicament in biblical interpretation. Slavery was
an economic custom and institution in antiquity. In the NT letter Philemon, Paul writes to
Philemon, asks him to receive his runaway slave Onesimus and to forgive his crime of running
away—but nothing about asking for his freedom. Nowhere is slavery condemned in the Bible. A
Roman commander, Titus sold 90,000 Jews into bondage after his Palestinian campaign; the
Roman Empire had some 60,000,000 slaves—and slavery was worldwide tradition. Perhaps 50%
of people in Rome were slaves. Do we conclude that slavery permitted as a cultural practice
“back then” or universal and biblically sanctioned then and today? Nowadays, ethical people
abhor it and rightly so, but the practice continues—especially toward women. Sex trafficking is a
contemporary abomination and perverse, and a widespread custom.
6

Billy Graham, Unto the Hills (Waco TX: Word Books, Billy Graham Evangelistic Association
1986), 173.
7

It is true that some of these claims are in other religions: Buddha was said to be conceived
virginally; Krishna is believed to be an incarnation of God on earth and some Hindus claim their
teachers have also returned from death and communicated with them; Moslems believe
Mohammad directly ascended to heaven. Nonetheless, none of the other religion’s founders ever
made Jesus’ I AM claims as recorded in John’s Gospel, 14:6, “Jesus answered, ‘I am the way
and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.’” Other founders wrote
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and spoke about the way, the truth, and the life, but they were at best mediums. How does Jesus
differ from Krishna (possibly a mythical figure) of Hinduism, Abraham and Moses of Judaism,
Siddhartha Gautama of Buddhism, Mahavira of Jainism, Lao Tzu (attributed) of Taoism,
Mohammad of Islam, Al Ghazali of Sufism, Guru Nanak of Sikhism, Zoroaster of
Zoroastrianism, and other spiritual-mystical giants, men and women both past and present? Were
any of them considered sinless and without fault? How many of them after being buried, did
their followers make claims that their founder’s tombs were empty and that their bodies rose
from the dead? How many claim their flesh-and-blood, as in John 6:40 when Jesus uttered “I am
the resurrection and the life?”
8

Eschatology is a branch of theology concerned with “last things,” the final events in the history
of the world and the end of the world. It includes the resurrection of the dead, the fate and
destiny of human beings after death Christ’s Second Coming, and the Last Judgment(the sheep
and the goats in Matthew 25:31-46). Prophecy is basic in eschatology. Since our souls are not
mortal, but immortal, where will all people go? Reincarnation recycling? Not according to our
Bible.
9

See Jaroslav Pelikan, Whose Bible Is It? - A History of the Scriptures Through the Ages (New
York: Penguin Books, 2005). This book is an overview about the evolution of the Old Testament
and New Testament.
10

See the Center for Disease Control’s Web site, www.cdc.gov/tobacco Cigarette smoking
remains the leading preventable cause of death in the United States, accounting for
approximately 1 of every 5 deaths (438,000 people) each year. An estimated, 20.8 percent of all
adults (45.3 million people) smoke cigarettes in the United States. Cigarette smoking is more
common among men (23.9%) than women (18.0%). Everything you learn about addiction,
recovery, and relapse prevention can be applied to stopping smoking (or chewing). You may find
use of nicotine replacement therapies as the patch, gum, nicotine inhalers, etc. helpful. Scripture
reminds you the body is a temple and poisonous tobacco smoke is not God’s idea of incense in
His temple! E-cigarettes are becoming a national fad as kids ignite nicotine into highconcentrated vapor in their developing brains. Tobacco companies are high-fiving egregious
profits. Also see Action on Smoking and Health (ASH) on the Web.
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CHAPTER EIGHT - CONFESSION

“Therefore confess your sins to one another and pray for each other so that you might be
healed” (James 5:16).

JOHN AND JANE - FOUR YEARS LATER

John is growing in the spirit. He found another job not requiring overtime. He began
walking four times a week. He changed his eating habits and was conscientious about
maintaining his diabetic diet. Undoubtedly due to his increased church and prayer activity, he
reduced drinking to two beers on Saturday afternoons. He also resumed his woodworking
pursuits and became a craftsman, making an assortment of wooden bowls. Unfortunately, his
sleep worsened and after a sleep study, his physician diagnosed him too with sleep apnea, and he
acclimated himself to using a sleep machine. He tolerated it well and felt significantly better in
the mornings. He and Jane were quite a sight, wearing their masks and attached to their breathing
machines! They took it in good humor and had a friend take a picture with their machines
attached, while being in loving embrace like elephants dangling their trunks.
John struggled and resisted his addiction to pornography. He attended a weekly sex
addiction aftercare group. He opted to share his confession to a pastor in private, and also shared
with Jane. He came close to backsliding when one afternoon he and Jane shopped at a mall. They
entered a bookstore and while she looked at books in the back, he scanned the magazine section
and noticed those obvious magazines wrapped in plastic covers. Fascinated, he studied their
tantalizing covers and saw the plastic had been slit on one; he opened it and gawked at the nude
figures. Within moments the memories of his secret life in his den erupted into feelings of lust
and arousal. He looked up, gazed blankly at the wall and put it back. He closed his eyes and took
a deep breath—realizing what had just happened. He prayed and prayed and prayed, and knew
he would call his aftercare group sponsor when he got home. “I need to tell Jane, too,” he
thought. Later he did.
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Little by little, he became less irritable and caustic to Jane. He learned the more he
increased his relationship with the Father, Messiah Jesus, and the Holy Spirit. He read his Bible
nightly and in fact it became his “nightcap,” as he joked to Jane.
Jane also improved her diet, maintained exercise, and read ravenously. She remained
devoted to church, Scripture, prayer, and joined an anointing and laying-on- of-hands ministry in
their church. She heard about an interdenominational and international healing ministry, The
Order of Saint Luke the Physician, read their required books on healing, 1 attended their monthly
meetings, and became inducted as an associate member during a commissioning service. She
found this commitment life changing.
She still smoked. She chain-smoked driving—inhaling as deeply as possible to fulfill her
brain’s quota of nicotine. At home, she sneaked out to the backyard “to water flowers,” and
chewed gum afterwards. She felt more and more self-conscious, and knew she should quit, but
she was obstinate. “What does it matter anyway; I’ve been doing it this long. I cut down to a half
a pack. I have a stressful job. I don’t want to gain any more weight. Grandma smoked all her life
and lived to be eighty-two. Anyway, the damage has been done so why bother?.”
She developed smoker’s cough and had bouts of respiratory ailments. She contracted
mild bronchitis that seemed to last for weeks. Finally, due to John’s prompting and particularly
after he had a tantrum as she “watered the flowers,” she visited her physician. After she was
interviewed and had an x-ray, he said “You have a spot on your right lung. I’m not sure what it
is, but I advise you to see a pnemunologist.”
Jane was stunned. Appalled. As she left the office, she snatched her new pack from her
pocket, squeezed it as tight as she could, and dropped it in a trash barrel. A tear trickled down her
cheek. She thought about the baby she and John were trying to conceive. That night, she could
not muster the courage to tell John. For a week she obsessed about the appointment with the
specialist. After the doctor interviewed her and studied the x-ray, she said, “Jane, we need a
biopsy of that spot. I will arrange it for next Thursday. I don’t know what it is, but we need to
know. It might be benign.”
Her doctor said the specialist would schedule both a bronchoscopy (a thin, lighted tube
would be inserted through the nose or mouth into the trachea and lungs for inspection) and a fine
needle biopsy to remove a portion of the suspicious tissue or fluid. She would see the specialist
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next week. At home, which searching in the abyss of her pocketbook, she noticed her lighter—
which predictably triggered a craving to smoke and she was filled with visceral memories of
inhaling. She awoke from her spell and dropped it into the trash.
That night she told John. Like the old song’s lyric, he turned a whiter shade of pale. They
embraced for a long, long time. Time is subjective: it accelerates or seems eternal—as her week
did.
At the pulmonary oncologist’s office, she felt some relief the physician was a woman.
Jane hardly remembered the details but recalled a number of medical procedures completed: a
physical exam and history, laboratory tests, sputum cytology (a microscope would check for
cancer cells in her sputum), CT scan, bronchoscopy, and needle biopsy.
Eight days later she sat in the oncologist’s office.
“Jane, prepare yourself. I wish I had better news. You have a type of lung cancer called
squamous cell carcinoma, but fortunately a small tumor. It’s located where your bronchial tube
connects to your lung. About 25 to 30 percent of all lung cancers are of this kind. Squamous cell
carcinoma affects more than 200,000 people in America alone every year. It is linked to
smoking.”
Jane’s eyes watered.
“In general, small cell lung cancer tends to be more aggressive and spreads sooner to
distant sites. Yet small cell lung cancer also is inclined to be more responsive to chemotherapy
and chest radiotherapy.”
She looked at Jane compassionately and touched her rigid hand.
“How bad? Tell me the truth.”
“The system used to stage non-small cell lung cancer is the AJCC system. Stages are
described using a scale of 0 to 4. Some stages are further divided into A and B. In general, the
lower the number, the less the cancer has spread. A higher number, such as stage four, means a
more serious cancer. Yours is stage two. It could be far worse. Rather than surgery, I recommend
we begin treatment next Monday at Forsyth Memorial Hospital. You will be in a week, so make
job arrangements. Did you stop smoking?”
“I trashed the last pack when my doctor told me about the lung spot.”
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“Serial killers, aren’t they?”
She drove in a daze. She imagined buying a bottle of wine and Benadryl, and actually
turned into a supermarket and parked the car. Moreover, she fantasized about swallowing a bottle
at home and also drinking an old bottle of rum in John’s office that had been untouched for
years. She got out, stared vacantly at the parking lot’s white lines on black asphalt as if in a
trance, went toward the over-the-counter aisle, then stopped in her tracks as she saw those plastic
bottles lined up like toy soldiers at attention.
“No, no, no.” She turned and left the store.
On the way home she called her sponsor on her cell phone, confessed what she did,
included the rum, and agreed to pour out. That night she told John everything. They cried in each
other’s arms. He gazed into her eyes and asked, “Are you ready to fight?”
“Oh yes.”
“That’s my sweet. Jesus and I will be with you every step of the way.”

CONFESSION BASICS

In the Twelve Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous, Step Four reads: “Made a searching and
fearless moral inventory of ourselves.” Step Five: “Admitted to God, to ourselves and to another
human being the exact nature of our wrongs.”
The AA and NA member composes a scrupulous moral inventory and confession of his
or her flaws, failings, shortcomings, and liabilities—as well as recording assets, strengths and
qualities. “No secrets” is the slogan in documenting one’s life. This is completed under the
guidance of one’s AA or NA sponsor (every sponsor “worked the steps” with his or her sponsor).
This process is absolutely necessary for recovery, due to the legions of defenses
embedded in your soul. You can achieve this through a sponsor, therapist, or through your priest,
pastor, or designated clergy. It is necessary to purge and cleanse your soul of lies and selfdeception. The one-liner, “Recovery is an inside job” reflects our spiritual walk.
In Scripture, there are some forty-one entries for the word confession. Synonyms include
to admit, acknowledge, concede, avow, assent, recognize, and attest. The sense is to concede as
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opposed to deny or conceal; affirm instead to withhold. It was in this way early Christians were
led to a public declaration of their faith in Christianity, and hence the corresponding use in
English verb confess and the noun confession: “Because of the service by which you have
proved yourselves, men will praise God for the obedience that accompanies your confession of
the gospel of Christ, and for your generosity in sharing with them and with everyone else” (2
Corinthians 9:13).

Accordingly, the fundamental categories may be grouped under confession of faith and
confession of sin. Hebrews 3:1 states, “Jesus, the apostle and high priest whom we confess.” We
confess daily to God, to whomever we wronged, and if needed, to a clergy person or other
Christians (James 5:16) for accountability, and if appropriate, to a church body if one caused or
compounded a scandal.
Confession is compulsory in our lives as a part of repentance, and it keeps us honest and
humble. However, in Matthew 12:43-45 Jesus warns us why simple confession alone and
solitary housekeeping is insufficient for permanent change:

“When an evil [unclean] spirit comes out of a man, it goes through arid places seeking rest and
does not find it. Then it says, “I will return to the house I left.” When it arrives, it finds the house
unoccupied, swept clean and put in order. Then it goes and takes with it seven other spirits more
wicked than itself, and they go in and live there. And the final condition of that man is worse
than the first.”

In his context, Jesus is contrasting his exorcisms with those of the Jewish exorcists; there
were exorcists in Palestine in Jesus’ time. Jesus’ position was that a man or woman, once
possessed can be re-possessed, because the person delivered is left “unoccupied,” empty at that
exorcism. Just as we would be unable to rid ourselves of a demonic inhabitant, neither would we
be able to keep an exorcised demon from returning by our powers or will. An empty temple will
be inhabited!
The last part is unnerving: “It goes and takes with it seven other spirits more wicked than
itself, and they go in and live there.” It is small comfort that there are degrees of evil even among

135

unclean spirits; a nice demon is an oxymoron! Jesus’ point is that the “house” refers to our souls.
The only power that can keep such “demons” as resentment, remorse, greed etc. is God’s Power,
who delivered us in the first place. Jesus warned them (and us) being neutral to Him opens the
door for the world, flesh, and the devil. To stretch His illustration, no matter how much you
sweep and mop and decorate your house, even paint walls and carpet floors, there is always some
darkness in the basement we are incapable of removing—regardless of how virtuous and loving
we may genuinely be. As we shall soon see, such natural or acquired qualities promote vanity
and self-righteousness, which opens our hearts to hosts of unwelcome, marauding “guests” like
those critters in the movie Gremlins. Self-reformation is futile and merely a pretext of self-will.
We may as well call them New Years’ resolutions.
The sequence embraces recognizing, confessing, repenting, apologizing, amending, and
forgiving.
Most of us will not attain this fearlessly; we may do it fearfully. However, the skeleton in
the closet always rattles loudest as we turn the knob to open the door. Most importantly, Jesus is
with us as we turn the knob. A clergy person may also provide you with a similar assignment.
Fortunately, some churches have Christian recovery programs as well. An AA or NA sponsor
will provide an outline or workbook to work on and complete in this “fearless moral inventory.”
Confession is designed for you to confront your past. Both time and the defense of
repression have enabled us to bury our wrongdoings and failures to love others. Addiction
multiplies and compounds these actions and inactions and often will contaminate our recovery
efforts. We have to face our past and account accordingly.
Some might protest, What about 2 Corinthians 5:17? ”Therefore, if anyone is in Christ,
he is a new creation; the old has gone and the new has come!” Wholehearted repentance and
receiving Messiah Jesus as Lord and Savior does grace us with forgiveness and adoption into His
Kingdom. ”Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God” (1 John 5:1). So, why
bother to look back, when we are directed to look up and look ahead? The past is past! Let’s
move on. Again, I agree that for some fortunate souls, during the act of repentance and
conversion our Lord will literally wash out and purify us for our past—to the degree that even
their memories are healed and not intrusive.
However, for others, even though we are His children (1 John 3:1), and are promised
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Everlasting Life (John 3:16), our past may continue to haunt us and darken the joy in Christ that
is ours. To use another image, while we are all wounded healers, emotional wounds may impair
our ability to tend to both ourselves and others. Additionally, we may have contacts with those
we hurt or who hurt us. This is why we should begin a painstaking written confession, and
ultimately share it with a trustworthy soul. For some of you, a lengthy therapeutic journey with a
professional may be required. Yes, He forgives us absolutely but He may want some of us to
embark on this journey of cleansing and self-forgiveness.

Representing this course of action, what follows are some examples of a confessional
account which I have used with my clients.

1. List five things you did (or failed to do) while using that you would not have otherwise done,
about which you feel ashamed and guilty. Be specific to person, time, and details.
2. List people and relationships that you harmed or hurt with your using.
3. List 3 major losses (health, job, someone, spiritual, financial, etc.) related to your addiction:
4. Describe what caused you the most shame, guilt, and regret due to your addiction:
5. As your addiction increased, did you go to formal worship and religious activities less often,
or stop altogether?
6. What experiences caused you to doubt God presence or love for you?
7. List some events in your active addiction when God Power cared for you, helped you, or even
saved your life.
8. If you asked our Lord the following, what answers would you receive?
Why am I addicted?
How can I recover?
What is my purpose in life?
9. List ways drugs replaced God and became God in your life.
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10. How did your use of drugs separate you from your God?
11. It is not uncommon for recovering people to be upset or even mad at God. Describe your
thoughts and feelings.
12. What does “let go and let God” mean to you?
13. Describe God as you understand Him.
14. How much do you trust God?
15. List five ways that you can seek God.
Confessing cleanses the soul and begins to free us from our past.

NO SECRETS

Confession is one of the most difficult rungs of our ladder to scale. Yet, sharing our
confessional with a trusted and competent soul is miraculous: We experience acceptance, which
underpins self-acceptance and even self-forgiveness. Often (with an AA and NA sponsor), the
listener may share identical experiences.
Vividly I recall a man who was a “three-peat” in our treatment center. In his three
admissions, he learned and added more recovery behavior and skills. Months later, he visited me
and said that he added what he considered to be the missing piece: When he shared his fifth step,
he finally admitted to his sponsor how he was sexually-abused as a child. This was a secret he
never told a soul in his life. In this instance, his sponsor shared having also been similarly
exploited as a child. Here again, sexual victimization and perpetuation are probably the most
difficult to face and confess to God and a person. Such secrets may haunt and even sabotage your
recovery. Confess and remove that miserable thorn from your soul.
In my role as a Licensed Clinical Addictions Specialist, I read, listened, and practiced the
first three steps of AA and NA over the years. Long ago I decided (under the Spirit’s prompting,
I trust) to write a Step Four, and confess it to an Episcopal priest. We agreed for this to occur one
afternoon in her church’s empty sanctuary. We were seated, facing each other, parallel to the
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altar rail and kneeling cushions. The afternoon sunlight reflected through some glorious stainedglass windows of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection. She led the Reconciliation of a Penitent
service. Consistent with AA and NA, I read my inventory at the appointed place in the service,
and she listened intently. (I included sexual sins; these too should be shared in your confession.)
When I was finished, she granted absolution and we concluded the service. I left feeling strange,
akin to feeling anesthetized or outside my body, like a spectator. Yet in spite of feeling numb, I
was relieved that I had completed this necessary mission in my Christian journey. I am often
reminded of Billy Graham’s astute remark, “Follow by faith, not by feelings.”
The courageous act of bearing your soul to another person is for many a momentous
experience. We experience a profound modesty—and freedom. The AA book Twelve and
Twelve verifies this:

The damned-up emotions of years break out of their confinement, and miraculously vanish as
soon as they are exposed. As the pain subsides, a healing tranquility takes its place. And when
humility and serenity are so combined, something else of a great moment is apt to occur. Many
an A. A., once agnostic or atheist, tells us that it was during this stage of Step Five that he
actually felt the presence of God. And even when those who had faith already often become
conscious of God as they never were before.2

I wonder if all Christians shared such a confessional inventory, would this transform our
faith and the Church universal.
In the next chapter, forgiveness is the next rung for us to ascend—and perhaps the most
difficult.
I gratefully leave Saint Paul’s verse for you: “May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and
the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all” (2 Corinthians 13:14).

_________

1

Reflect upon Jesus’ life on earth. Consider His healings and cures—apart from nature miracles
and accounts of exorcising demons (both miraculous enough!). There are well over twenty such
healings, including references to healing of multitudes. Healings occupy thiret-three percent in

139

Luke, and in the other three Gospels, occurs in about twenty percent of their texts. Mark has the
greatest emphasis, twenty-four instances. In the Gospel’s 1,257 narrative verses, 484 verses are
devoted to describing healing—38%. This shows us how much Jesus demonstrated He
incarnated the Kingdom of God among men, women and children. The difference between a cure
and a healing is that the former pertains to a physical-medical “cure,” while the latter involves
spiritual reconciliation and connection with our Lord—sometimes both occurs, but a physical
cure can happen without the spiritual change. We will all die of some infirmity that cannot be
cured, but we can be healed.
In all but one account, Jesus’ cures occurred immediately. Today the difference is that for
most people with the spiritual gift of healing who anoint, practice laying-on-of-hands, or both
learn that healings (and sometimes cures) may take from minutes to hours, to days to weeks or
longer. A number require multiple healing sessions—especially those who were involved in
occult practices. Some healings prevent further deterioration, or slow its rate. Or healing may
give someone the ability to endure and persevere. It may help someone prepare to die, to know
God more deeply, and pass on in peace. All physical healings will in the end fail; all people Jesus
cured eventually died. Spiritual healing can be forever.
In all history, what other religious seer performed the scale of healings that Jesus
accomplished? There is no record of anyone who walked this planet, who carried out as many
physical cures that Jesus consummated while in His life in a human body—and at the most over
three years! In addition, we should remember that He raised to mortal life a dead child, a dead
man in a funeral procession, and a dead man decomposing four days in a tomb. Who compares to
Him?
Some Christians testify that God through someone’s anointing, laying-on-of-hands, or
prayer have been cured of their addiction(s). Their lifetime of freedom from addiction’s bondage
is proof of their claims and deliverance. Many churches have services and occasions where
healing opportunities occur. You will find it exhilarating to experience someone anoint and lay
their hands on you for healing prayer. A section is devoted to this ministry in chapter eleven,
Forgiveness. See The Order of Saint Look the Physician on the Internet.
2

Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions (New York: Alcoholics Anonymous World Services,
1991), 62. This is a main book beloved by AA members and a primary guide in AA recovery.
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CHAPTER NINE - BITTERNESS TO FORGIVENESS

“And when you stand praying, if you hold anything against anyone, forgive him, so that your
Father in heaven may forgive you your sins” (Mark 11:25).

JANE AND JOHN - FIVE YEARS LATER

Jane is terminally ill and receives in-home Hospice. Her lung cancer uncontrollably
metastasized, and she chose to die at home. Her church, AA members, family, and friends visit.
She fades in and out of consciousness. She found comfort from them, hearing Scripture, and was
soothed by her pastor’s devotion.
It is hard to know which is more excruciating: we slowly dying from some illness or
watching our beloved one dying little by little. John despaired and anguished. He bordered on a
perilous edge; he developed an attitude that he just did not care any longer, knowing her earthly
destiny. His faith was secure to the extent he knew Jane would have eternal life ahead, and her
assurance about her salvation both comforted and amazed him. But due to his funk and
unconscious anger at our Lord, as Jane slept with the necessary doses of morphine, the Tempter
beckoned at him from their computer. He became obsessed and was tormented by licentious
dreams. He was so tempted to relapse into lustful fantasies and self-relief—even after years of
aftercare meetings. God only knows if he did. Finally he decided to call his pastor and arranged
to consult with him.
To his pastor, Lucy, John told his story and his life with Jane. He mentioned how friends
introduced them one summer evening, a few glasses of wine, and then he opened his pack and
offered one to Jane. John covered his face with his hands, tears seeping through his fingers. He
reached for a tissue by a lamp.
“I forgot about this. My soul, I deserve to be damned. I got her hooked again.”
The pastor sighed, leaning forward, waiting.
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He spoke about their alcohol and pill use, and her accidental overdose—which served to
prompt her to change her life, and seriously commit to Christ. And his procrastination. He
brought up how they had chronic lack of self-worth, his workaholicism, and then acknowledged
his Internet sex addiction. Then he trembled describing the past months, how she deteriorated
from cancer, and the “judgment day” in her doctor’s office when she recommended that Hospice
begin.
“I guess she has a week or so at the most. I feel—I guess agony is the word.”
She reached for a Bible, flipped through the pages.
“Ah—here it is.” She looked at John.
“Can you relate with this?
“My God, my God, what have you forsaken me? Why are you so far from saving me, so
far from the words of my groaning? O my God, I cry out by day, but you do not answer, by
night, and am not silent.”
“Isn’t that a Good Friday verse?”
“Yes, Psalm 22. Don’t you feel forsaken, that God is far from your cries and distress? Far
from your cries in the day and night, and you can’t find any rest?”
John mulled this over, and nodded.
“Have you made your peace with her? Any unfinished business? Anything you better say
so that after she dies here and passes on, you won’t have any regrets?”
“Pastor, I don’t know about any peace, but actually last night I spilled out all I could
think, and I don’t know of anything left to say. She just smiled and squeezed my hand.”
He looked at the lamplight, and then glanced at the bookcase.
“How am I supposed to live, knowing it was I who got her started on those damn
smokes?”
“Did you know about her past, or could have predicted her future?”
“Of course not.”
“What did you give her over the course of your marriage?”
“At first I was distant, preoccupied with work and porno, put her down . . . .”
“But you, with the power of God, decided to stop. You got help. You changed. You
repented. You reduced work hours. You spent more time together. You increased activity in our
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church. And, I should remind you, you reaffirmed your infant baptism by being immersed in a
river last summer. Did you notice the tears in her eyes when you were lifted out of the water? I
sure did.”
He breathed deeply, closing his eyes.
“I did. I will never, never forget the look on her face. She looked angelic.”
“She was. And, she is. And she will be.”
“Huh? How’s that?” The pastor turned to another passage.
“Listen with your heart these verses from Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, chapter 15,
verses 42-44, 47, 53-54:

”So will it be with the resurrection of the dead. The body that is sown is perishable, it is raised
imperishable; it is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory; it is sown in weakness, it is raised in
power; it is sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body. If there is a natural body, there is
also a spiritual body. The first man was of the dust of the earth, the second man from heaven. For
the perishable must clothe itself with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality. When
the perishable has been clothed with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality, then the
saying that is written will come true: ‘Death has been swallowed up in victory.’”

“John, it is Jane’s and your Christian destiny to attend the greatest reunion of them all
with our Lord—to become imperishable, glorious, powerful, spiritual, and immortal.”
“Why didn’t He make her well? She was miserable with all that chemotherapy. She lost
over 40 pounds. WHY?”
The pastor resisted the urge to blurt out some platitude to comfort John, then commented.
“I don’t know. It isn’t fair. For decent people, suffering, dying, and untimely death just
isn’t fair. It stinks. It isn’t fair babies are stillborn, born deformed, born mentally retarded, or die
and never leave the hospital. It isn’t fair kids get kidnapped and their bodies are found years later
or worse, their tortured parents never, never hear from them again. It isn’t fair people get in
accidents and become quadriplegic. It isn’t fair serial murderers leave their victims in obscene
displays or buried in hidden graves.
“It wasn’t fair when my dad died of cancer when I was eighteen and in high school. I also
watched him go from a 220 man to 160 pounds. I felt sick and mad at God as he spent most of
that time lying on a couch, having the dry heaves and spitting up in a pot by the hour due to
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radiation therapy. I was grossed out.”
John noticed his pastor’s face flush.
“You were mad at God?”
“Livid is more fitting.”
“Where is he . . . now?”
“I don’t know. He was active in the church choir, and I suppose he prayed, but was he a
Christian? I’ll never know.
“John, we are in a relationship with the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. As in all
relationships with obligations and expectations, disappointments, and even heartaches occur.
God truly knows what suffering, dying, and death is all about. Look what He allowed to happen
to His Son, Jesus. God is tough enough to handle all the anger you can throw at Him, and even
your ranting and cursing. I confess to you I have done so. I suppose this is poor theology and
even a poorer example from your pastor, but I had to forgive Him.”
John’s mouth opened.
“Theodicy is the attempt to reconcile both that God is all-powerful, all-loving, all-good,
all-just and that we live in evil, suffering, and death. Decent and loving people are afflicted by
accidents, diseases, natural disasters, crimes, poverty, strokes and so forth. Why didn’t He cure
my father? Why didn’t He cure Jane?”
“That’s what I want to know!”
“I never found out a satisfactory answer, John. I doubt you will. It is a part of the grieving
process to live the question, “Why?” We have to live the question “Why?” for some time. Finally
I had to ‘forgive’ Him for my dad’s gruesome decay, and live the next question, “What now?” I
memorized part a verse from Hebrews 12:15: “See to it that no bitter root grows up to cause
trouble and defile many.” I don’t want any bitter roots sprouting in my soul, so by forgiveness
God cut it out at the root.
“Sometimes God moves mountains with miracles, and sometimes He doesn’t remove the
cup of suffering. He is God and we still trust and obey.
“It is so, so essential that you get beyond your anger at God, and probably much of that is
anger at yourself, and let yourself weep and mourn. Your heart is wounded. Let your tears flow.
There’s an expression I just remembered from some book that made a difference for me: Jesus is
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the Tears of God.6 I was able to really forgive God whenever I recalled my Lord and Savior,
Jesus. I needed Emmanuel—God is with us. The Word made flesh. Here, on planet earth.”
John gazed back at the lamplight. The silence was punctuated by a wall clock’s ticking.
He flashed to the movie scene in The Pit and the Pendulum, with Vincent Price. He saw the
pendulum’s swath as it slowly descended and thought “It’s swinging at me.”
“John?” the pastor said.
“I’m back,” as he looked at her.
“I’m not certain what this means or even if it is true, but by God, it feels true. This
absolutely fits for me with my dad,” she said.
John looked intently.
“Jane’s ‘spirit’ will always live inside you.”
“I hope so.”
“Call me whenever you need it.”
For a moment he looked into his pastor’s widening eyes.
“You have Jesus’ eyes.” They embraced.

WHY FORGIVE?

Whatever similarities there are in world religions (all have a version of the Golden Rule),
the focus upon forgiving and being forgiven is both vital and matchless in depth in both Hebrew
and Christian Scripture. Like other major themes in this book, volumes have been written on this
topic and we will only touch upon it as it relates to recovery from addiction—knowing foremost
that forgiveness is critical in recovery from sin’s blindness, corruption, and bondage.
The book Alcoholics Anonymous warns how resentments are toxins of our souls and will
hasten relapse. They borrowed this from experience and ancient sources: bitterness and
retaliation are admonished in the Bible—especially in Christian Scripture. Cain was resentful
enough about Abel’s accepted offering that he plotted and executed the first recorded murder in
human history (Genesis 4:8). Bitterness and resentments are the noxious fumes that fuel a dry
drunk. Resentments toxicify recovery.
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It is surely no accident that Messiah Jesus, in responding to His disciples’ request to teach
them to pray, utters the “Lord’s Prayer” and stresses “forgives us our sins, as we forgive
everyone who sins against us” (Luke 11:4) and “But if you do not forgive men their sins, your
Father will not forgive your sins” (Matthew 6:15).
In Luke 6:27-28, Jesus commands: “But I tell you who hear me: love your enemies, do
good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you.” How
often? “I tell you, not seven times but seventy-seven times” (Matthew 18:22). This conveys more
of a forgiving attitude than a precise number. In Matthew 23-35, Jesus told the parable of the
unforgiving servant who was forgiven an insurmountable debt by a king, but then he audaciously
condemned a man who owed him a diminutive amount in comparison. When the king heard
about it, he summoned the man, saying in verse 32, “You wicked servant!” Jesus has a way of
getting our attention, does He not?
And we thought composing and sharing the written confession-inventory was thorny?
Although standing secure on the rung of Confession, this rung feels so high that we can barely
extend our arms upward and grab this rung of forgiveness. Fortunately, our Lord will give us the
required boost.

Two men went to a church prayer service one Sunday morning. One was a retired
preacher and the other worked in the Internal Revenue Service for the federal government. The
preacher stood up and prayed, “I thank You, God that I am not like the rest of humanity. I am not
greedy, dishonest, or adulterous. I am certainly not like that IRS agent! I fast two times a week
and pay tithes on all of my income.”
The other man felt so ashamed as he stood and prayed, that he would not even raise his
head. He placed his hand on his chest, and prayed, “God, have mercy on me, sinner that I am.”
Which of these two, then, shall be released from their sins? The retired preacher or the
IRS agent? (See, of course, Luke 18:10-14.)
Is there a greater example in the Bible of forgiveness than Joseph’s to his brothers?
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“When Joseph’s brothers saw that their father was dead, they said, ‘What if Joseph holds a
grudge against us and pays us back for all the wrongs we did to him?’ So they sent word to
Joseph, saying, ‘”Your father left these instructions before he died: This is what you are to say to
Joseph: “I ask you to forgive your brothers the sins and the wrongs they committed in treating
you so badly.” Now please forgive the sins of the servants of the God of your father.’” When
their message came to him, Joseph wept. His brothers then came and threw themselves down
before him. ‘We are your slaves,’ they said. But Joseph said to them, ‘Don't be afraid. Am I in
the place of God? You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is
now being done, the saving of many lives’” (Genesis 50:15-20).
What would have been Joseph’s response had he not been a man of God? Suppose Joseph
had abandoned God and absorbed himself in his role of authority? ”His brothers then came and
threw themselves down before him. ‘We are your slaves,’ they said” (Genesis 50:18).
Here is a more plausible scenario, given our sin nature.
Joseph's blood boiled. He remembered how they planned to murder him, but sold him as
a slave for profit, and his vow of vengeance. He said, “Who do you think you are? After all of
these years, now you come groveling and begging, using our father's last wish to trick me into
mercy? No, you will get what you deserve. Guards, take half of them and throw them in that
large pit; the others, sell them as slaves immediately.” Joseph felt vindicated he finally had his
revenge. Did he not have the right to execute vengeance—even torture and execution? But the
key passage is this: “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what
is now being done, the saving of many lives.” Our Lord's will and power can cause good to come
from even betrayal and evil intentions. Moreover, in Romans 12:19, “Do not take revenge, my
friends, but leave room for God’s wrath . . . .”
Is not vengeance and revenge the way of the world? Getting even?
However, in Matthew 5:38-39, Jesus comments “You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye
for eye, and tooth for tooth.’1 But I tell you, do not resist an evil person. If someone strikes you
on the right cheek, turn to him the other also.” Commonsense tells us not to take this literally as
Jesus sometimes spoke in hyperbole. He is clearly inaugurating a critical change in attitude and
managing anger, as a part of the Kingdom of God on earth.
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BONDAGE OF BITTERNESS

Again, Hebrews 12:15 says, ”See to it that no one misses the grace of God and that no
bitter root grows up to cause trouble and defile many.” What an arresting praise: . . . ”that no
bitter root grows up to cause trouble and defile many.” The text may refer to anyone who
deviates from “Jesus is Lord” within any Christian community, but we can expand it
psychologically. Bad or bitter seeds produce bitter roots, which grow into bitter trees and bare
bitter fruit.
“Bitter roots.” Whatever we sow and plant we sooner or later will reap and harvest. As
clients have observed, “What goes around, comes around.” (In Eastern religions, this is the law
of Karma.) In Galatians 6:7: “Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he
sows.” Bitterness is an emotional virus that spreads and spreads. What the Bible refers to as
“bitter roots,” AA calls resentments. Let’s make some distinctions.
Like all emotions, anger is at times appropriate. It has survival value and has kept many
of you alive. However, anger and wrath are repeatedly warned about in the Bible. Why?
The problem is chronic anger, which usually has bitter-root judgments or AA’s
resentments. We probably have bitter-root judgments that may be days, months, and years old—
some may lie hidden in our hearts from childhood, some remembered, but more likely forgotten
yet hidden. Certainly, as we walk our recovery and Christian journey and are graced by God, if
we are able to bear good fruits and have no bad ones that still bother or pester us, we are
fortunate. Probably those are few—including me. If we have ongoing problems with someone or
have unpleasant memories that linger—despite whether that person is alive or dead, here or
elsewhere, we most likely have resentment and bitter-root judgment that spoil our Christian fruit.
And, we can kiss serenity goodbye—resentment and serenity cannot co-exist.
The Alcoholics Anonymous book warns how nursing grudges and justifying wrath are
“dry benders,” and are a poison to set-up that first drink. (“Toxic” means poisonous and a
“toxin” is a poisonous substance. Hence, intoxication results when consuming the toxin alcohol,
and thus some must be detoxed.)
Addicted souls have much self-loathing and self-contempt, and inevitably their bitterness
and wrath boomerangs back and perpetuates the spiral.
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How is anger different from resentments and bitter-root judgments? Anger is the
emotion, the feeling of adrenalin pumping in our brains and bodies, giving us energy to act.
Naturally, at times we become upset, annoyed, irritable, and even angry with someone. As we
grow in recovery, we should have should have less and less times of anger: brief, passing and
forgotten.
But how many of you when you get angry also have intense irritation that lasts all day
and evening—hanging over you like a red cloud? Anger becomes resentment and seeds a bad
attitude. When we resent, feel resentful, we re-feel it, “refuel,” and replay the event over and
over, obsessing about him or her or them. We hold on to and harbor a grudge, or even become
filled with hate and revenge.
Resentments are angry, spiteful, and even vengeful memories—memories that poison our
souls and serenity. NA has a compelling expression: “Will I let her or him live rent free inside
my head?” Basically, it is the remembrance and brooding of wrongs and injuries, which can
mutate into malice, slander, or worse.
Luke 11 describes the “prodigal son” and we will focus upon the reaction of the older
brother:
“Meanwhile, the older son was in the field. When he came near the house, he heard
music and dancing. So he called one of the servants and asked him what was going on. “Your
brother has come,’ he replied, ‘and your father has killed the fattened calf because he has him
back safe and sound.’” The older brother became angry and refused to go in. So his father went
out and pleaded with him. But he answered his father, ‘Look! All these years I've been slaving
for you and never disobeyed your orders. Yet you never gave me even a young goat so I could
celebrate with my friends. But when this son of yours who has squandered your property with
prostitutes comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!’ ‘My son,’ the father said, ‘you are
always with me, and everything I have is yours. But we had to celebrate and be glad, because
this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.’”

What would the older brother's relationship with God have been, if for the rest of his life
he felt self-righteous, envious, resentful, spiteful and even vengeful toward his younger brother?
Can you imagine how his bitterness and envy would contaminate his relationship with both his
earthy father and his Heavenly Father? If we still harbor a grudge, anger, and ill-will towards
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anyone, we cannot love God with all of our heart, mind, and strength nor our neighbor, nor
ourselves. Bad blood and ill spirit go hand in hand.
What follows is a composite of many clients I have guided over the years.

A CASE STUDY

“Bill” had parents who provided but were often angry, critical and blaming. They argued,
and at times his mom drank too much. Dad sometimes used his belt and strapped Bill, leaving
red stripes on his legs. Bill was appropriately both angry and scared at his parent’s shocking
behaviors and stormy attitudes. At 16, Bill, who worked part time, saved and quit school, saying
to his parents “The hell with you” and moved out. (We know where this is going, don’t we?)
Bill paired up with someone; they lived together, and soon they had two kids. At 21, he
got arrested with a DWI; the sheriff impounded his car and it was lost, it since they had no
savings. At 30 he went to residential TX due to alcoholism and heavy pot use. Thanks to God
and his willingness to listen and follow suggestions and directions, he had a spiritual awakening,
got a sponsor, worked the steps, attended church and devotedly studied his Bible.
Months later, Bill came to Step 8 and 9 with his sponsor. Step 8 reads, “Made a list of all
persons we had harmed and became willing to make amends to them all.” Step 9 reads: “Made
direct amends to such people wherever possible, except when to do so would injure them or
others.”
Bill became irritated when he thought about his parents—who he had not contacted in
over five years. He argued with his sponsor: what amends did he have to make to them? They
were abusive and critical of him, not the other way around. “They ought to make amends to me!
“Those @*#% don’t deserve to take a bath in a tub of spit.” Bill loathed and even hated them.
His sponsor said, “It’s not about them, it’s about you. Make amends or sooner or later you’ll be
back on the bottle and the pipe.”

150

Like Bill, when we resent and feel resentful, we replay the event and person over and
over, and we may even harbor a grudge. Resentments are angry, spiteful memories. Such
resentments and bitter root judgments spoils our Christian fruit.
Often such rancor festers at you parent or parents. Biblically speaking, “Honor your
father and mother” (Exodus 20:12) is the 5th of the 10 Commandments and the text and context
does not quality whether they were good or bad parents. Having an acidic attitude toward them—
no matter how justified you feel—fertilize bitter roots. You must through confession be willing
to be cleansed and let go of your hurt and pain.

FORGIVENESS: LOVE’S MOST DIFFICULT CHALLENGE

Why forgive? Why forgive someone who hurt, harmed or even committed some
atrocious act? So what is he or she lives rent free in your head? Our repentance and recovery
depends upon us identifying bitter-root judgments and resentments, and letting them go by
forgiving them—even if they do not deserve it. Degrees of offenses can range from trivial to
troubling to traumatic.
When we forgive, we mentally, emotionally, and spiritually let go, pardon or acquit
someone, and release our resentments—and us. Bind a resentment, and we are bound by it.
Loosen a resentment, and it is freed from us.
Forgiving is love’s most difficult work.2 Let me repeat: Forgiving is love’s most difficult
work. Why? When we resent, we may become resentful—and possessed by resentment. When
we hate, we may become hateful—and possessed by hate. Do you know what it is like to be
filled and possessed by revenge and hate? Resentments, vengeance and hate feel good, making it
difficult to stop. After all, we deserve to feel that way! We are justified because that so-and-so
deserves it. I heard a client say recently, “I wouldn’t (expletive deleted) on that guy even if he
was on fire.” The price: we become consumed by resentment, rage and retaliation.
These examples may alarm some of you, but we should note there are those who have
had these happen to them. Someone has abused you. Or molested or committed incest to you,
mugged and robbed you, raped and sexually assaulted you, stole your car or something valuable
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you adored or needed, testified against you to “cop a plea,” cheated on you and left you, or
infected you with a sexually transmitted disease. Maybe, just maybe, someone harmed or even
killed your beloved—even your child. Yes indeed, you have every right to feel hurt, anger, and
even rage. Those feelings are part of healing.
In God’s Kingdom, always the forces of judgment and grace-mercy are weighed. I
wonder how much I wish (and presume) mercy for me and judgment on those who offend me?
The scales balance toward redemption: [I]t is God’s will that redemptive justice (justice that
transforms both the person and context in healing) will finally eclipse retributive justice (justice
that repays with equal reward or logical consequences based on equivalency)–an eye for an eye.3
Do you want to be possessed by resentment? Be possessed by hate? Be possessed by revenge?
Who is your bitterness and rage hurting? Does he or she know you resent and have bitter-root
judgments? Does he or she even care? Who is letting him or her live rent-free inside your head?
It is possible that irascible person wants you to have a life sentence of pain and rage—just
what he or she wants! He or she desires you to be as miserable as him or her! So, do you want to
spend your life on a death row of resentments, hate, and vengeance? How will you have any
serenity and peach of mind? Resentments are venomous. John Climacus warns, “Anger is a nail
piercing the soul.”4
Forgiveness frees us from resentment, hate, and vengeance. Anger and hurt may remain,
but without hate or malice. Let go and let God. We are not letting them off the hook or approving
what someone did to us; they will surely answer to God, who is a God of justice. In this life he or
she may be prosecuted—or not. In any case, just as sure as the law of gravity, another one of
God’s laws is displayed, as we return to Galatians 6:7: “Do not be deceived: God cannot be
mocked. A man reaps what he sows.” Sow resentment, reap bitterness.
Please understand carefully. I am not saying you owe that person amends who did illegal
and immoral acts against you or your loved one—to a molester, rapist, abuser, thief, mugger,
arsonist, batterer, drug dealer, drunken driver or murderer. Nor am I saying you should apologize
to him or her and try to make a relationship—especially to someone who perpetuated childhood
trauma against you. You are not required to trust him or her! In fact, that person may exploit you
once again. You and your pastor or sponsor or a substance abuse clinician can help you to make
that discernment.

152

When we forgive someone, we refrain from imposing punishment or “taking the law in
our own hands.” The key attitude and virtue involved is to forgive without harboring resentment.
That is the greatest challenge.
Remember Jesus’ prayer while He was nailed to that stinking cross? “Father, forgive
them, for they don’t know what they are doing” (Luke 23:34). He didn’t say “Father, curse them,
condemn them” when according to God's justice, the Romans and the Jewish clergy responsible
for Jesus’ crucifixion deserved judgment and damnation.
In Matthew 5:43-45, Jesus give us a hard truth: “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love
your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who
persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven.”
How do we begin?

LIST, PRAY, APOLOGIZE, AND AMEND

First, begin to pray for that individual or persons. Use their first name, if you know it.
“I pray for ____ today, for ____ well-being, that ____ may follow God’s will. God, grant
____ Your grace, mercy, peace, love, and salvation,” which are the same qualities and graces
you petition God for yourself. (The book Alcoholics Anonymous has personal stories in the latter
sections of this book, and in one account a writer recommends that we pray for that person for
two weeks—whatever we want for us, pray the same for that individual. I did this and He
enabled me to forgive someone I resented).
If you are still so hurt and angry, begin like this: “I cannot. I will not forgive ____. God,
forgive me and help me to begin to forgive ____.”
“God forgive____, he or she did not know what he or she was doing.” (Realize that he or
she may be doing what their parents or someone else did to them as children).
“Father, take my hurt, rage, and resentment away for me today.”
Secondly, with the counsel of your sponsor, therapist, or clergy person, discern who is
appropriate to offer apologies, amends, and even restitution. Steps 8 and 9 suggest, “Made a list
of all persons we had harmed and became willing to make amends to them all” and “Made direct
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amends to such people wherever possible, except when to do so would injure them or others.”
Both the AA and NA textbooks advise how to organize this process. Some recovering people
categorize the list from the easiest to the most difficult people to approach. You can list their
offenses, and ultimately declare “____, I forgive you for ____. 5
Lastly, if your pastor or sponsor and you have decided it is safe and appropriate for you
to approach that individual and give apologies and regrets, make amends, and if suitable,
restitution, then begin. (Not for what they did to you—but any ill-well, vengeance etc. you had
toward him or her). The intent is to reconcile and resurrect the relationship—if possible.
Sometimes, miraculously, a relationship is renewed like the prodigal son and his father. As you
see, this takes courage and risk. We cannot control their response or determine the outcome of
this encounter. He or she may become indignant and even incensed, and tell you a thing or two
or even spew a litany of spite toward you. (Such was the attitude of the eldest son).
Diplomatically, you empathize and retreat, and then as soon as possible, you share your
disappointment and feelings of rejection to your confidant. The right aim is the virtue in this act
that you carry out.

MY EXPERIENCES

At my mother’s funeral, the matter of who would receive mom’s jewelry, necklaces,
bracelets, and other personal items emerged. As I had mom’s latest dated letter bequeathing them
to me, I read it to my brother and sister-in-law, “Exhibit “A”. The effect caused grief and hurt
between us, and that was the last time I saw them. Throughout the years, especially during
sermons on forgiveness, I would feel a surge of emotion and blushing of regret and remorse.
Most perplexing, I felt it tragic that either one of us would die or we would ever know it. After
several years passed, it dawned on me that I could write him an amends letter (ironically, I often
made such suggestions to clients! Oh, that we would practice what we preach). Given he lived
several hours away, I chose this course of action.
I found his address on the Internet, typed my amends letter, and dropped it the mail. At
that moment I finally felt some relief and resolution. I felt that I had done all I could and at the
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very least, he knew how I felt. (Be assured people thoroughly read letters!) A month or so later, I
received his response in the mail, and we have be writing each other ever since. It is difficult to
express the relief I have due to our reconciliation.
Later, I felt slighted by a former pastor. I admitted and confessed this to God, and
practiced the two-week prayer for her that AA recommended. Oddly, for years that faint
bitterness erupted and finally irritated my soul. I prayed about it, and His answer was yet another
surge of guilt, so I got His message. I called her and we met at her church, in a prayer room. I
simply confessed my sourness toward her due to my perception about a remark she made years
ago. She was surprised, and we had slightly different recollections of that event. However, she
accepted my offering, and we chatted amicably. I left feeling mildly embarrassed but justified
that I was, for once, obedient to Christ.
I have other such unfinished business remaining. I wonder if unconditional forgiveness is
humanly possible—I suspect only God can accomplish that in me and you.

TEACHINGS OF CHRIST

Often I and you have heard people quote Matthew 7:1, “Do not judge, or you too will be
judge.” This text does not forbid judging in itself but rather, Jesus elucidates how we judge
others will return back to us, and the fact that we spot a speck of sawdust in someone else’s eye
and ignore the plank or beam in our eyes. One of God’s moral and spiritual laws is in Luke 6:3738: “Judge not, and you will not be judged; condemn not, and you will not be condemned;
forgive and you will be forgiven. For the measure you give will be the measure you will be given
back.” Clearly, condemn and we are condemned; forgive and we are forgiven. You and I should
beware of being critical, judgmental, and self-righteous. Once again, a man reaps what he sows
(Matthew 26:28).
In Matthew 26:28, Jesus reminds us, “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured
out for many for the forgiveness of sins.” Again, we forgive because we are forgiven. I
understand forgiveness to be a commandment, not an option.
In its essence, we separate the sin from the sinner.
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Naturally, at times we become upset, annoyed, irritable, and even angry with someone.
Like all emotions, anger is one of many—but anger is a feeling repeatedly cautioned about in the
Bible. As we grow in holiness, times of anger should be less and less, brief and passing and
quickly forgotten.
Trust what I have learned: begin to sow seeds of forgiveness even if he or she deserves
judgment, condemnation, punishment, or even incarceration. Yes, we want justice, but I promise
you: that individual or persons will not get off God’s hook. They will answer to Him. And, so
will you and I. In Romans 12:19, Saint Paul counsel us, “Do not take revenge, my friends, but
leave room for God's wrath, for it is written: ‘It is mine to avenge; I will repay,’ says the Lord.”
Our God is indeed loving and forgiving, but He is also a God of justice and judgment. We must
accept that if they repent, they too will receive God’s limitless grace—as we will too.
In James 2:13, he advises that favoritism is forbidden when anyone is in power and
authority over someone or others—especially if favoring the rich over the poor. We can expand
this context into a guiding principle: “Speak and act as those who are going to be judged by the
law of freedom, because judgment without mercy will be shown to anyone who has not been
merciful. Mercy triumphs over judgment.”
Your past will make you either bitter or better. Do you want the bondage of bitterness—
or the freedom of forgiveness? Judgment or mercy?

AM I UNFORGIVEN?

There is one last point deserving of your attention. There is no wrong, no evil, and no
iniquity that you have done or repeated—however wicked—that excludes you forever from
God’s love, forgiveness, and redemption. Have you cursed God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit? You,
I, and others who have could fill football stadiums in every state. Have you lied? Cheated?
Stolen? Slandered? Committed adultery? This will shock some of you, but these extreme and
reprehensible acts have been committed by desperate and severely addicted people, and
examples follow.
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To name more atrocious wrongdoings, have you raped? Mugged? Prostituted? Prostituted
your child? Sexually perverted yourself and others? Murdered? Worshiped Satan or other occult
involvement? Broke all of the Ten Commandments? Have you committed such deeds as Paul
lists in Romans 1:29-31? Most readers will find this incredible, shocking, and vow that never,
never would this occur. Perhaps—but realize that addicted people become frantic and cunning
for their next drink, pill, smoke, or snort. We are reminded that there is only one “unforgivable
sin.” Let us be clear on this difference and what it means by devoting a moment to this biblical
situation.
This is a true account I share. Decades ago, a past client of mine was obsessed that he had
committed the unforgivable sin by delving into Satanism and blaspheming God. He was
convinced he was damned and hell was his destiny. Despite being in the late stage of addiction
and only in his early twenties, he was alive through God’s grace. He was scared to live and
scared to die. I barely comprehended his spiritual torture.
I directed him to such pertinent texts as Matthew 12:31-33, Mark 3:28-30, and Luke
12:10. Jesus was speaking in specific situations to specific people. In these passages, the
“unforgivable sin” was that a small group of clerical Jews (not “the Jews” or Jews universally;
such a generalization is a primary cause of anti-Semitism), accused Jesus of being demonpossessed, and that Satan and his unclean spirits worked in Jesus as the source of His miraculous
healings and cures—rather than the Holy Spirit. In other words, they believed and claimed Jesus’
power and authority was from satanic power. Most important, they refused to believe otherwise!
This is the unforgivable sin.
Literally, we too would blaspheme if we continuously slandered, mocked, and defiled the
power of the Holy Spirit who still works in people—by believing the evil one does in fact what
the Holy Spirit accomplishes. For example, if someone healed some sick person through the
Lord, and we claimed Satan did the healing, this would sin against the Holy Spirit. The biblical
sense means to slander, defile, curse, insult, or mock God’s power, love, and authority.
Generally speaking, the “unforgivable sin” is when someone has an unforgiving attitude
towards others and one’s self and rejects Jesus as Christ. Such a person tends to be selfrighteous, holier-than-thou, and judgmental. Jesus became enraged at such hypocrisy. This is
about having an unforgiving spirit. This was the one blemish of the elder son which disfigured
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his otherwise righteous life (Luke 15:28-30). Also, this includes anyone who is unwilling to
accept His forgiveness. Whose fault is it when a starving person refuses food from a buffet table?
This past client was contrite and deeply disturbed about his satanic history, and he regretted it
(unlike those Jesus indicted). The young man felt sorrow, confessed and repented. I told him to
renounce that he was unforgiven—another satanic lie! God will undo what you did, if you are
willing to “let go and let God.”
I invited him to read passages about God’s love in Ephesians 2:1-10, 1 John 4:1-16, and
of course, John 3:16. You are welcome to do likewise.
In fact, it is a sin not to accept God’s forgiveness.
Take this verse from 1 John 3:1 with you (you are invited to write it on a 5 x 7 index
card, read it out loud, and use it as a bookmark): ”How great is the love the Father has lavished
on us, that we should be called children of God! And that is what we are.” Amen!
Consequently, “Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have
against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you” (Colossians 3:13).
By His power and grace, you have or will climb this rung. Forgiveness7 is, of course, a
daily reckoning. This is a crucial challenge in working a Christian recovery program.
Next, we will continue scaling Ascent onto the rung of Temptation and Vigilance.

_________

1

From the Code of Hammurabi. Hammurabi was King of Babylon, 1792-1750 BCE. Notice this
phrase is identical in Genesis 21:23-24: ”But if there is serious injury, you are to take life for life,
eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, bruise
for bruise.” (See also Leviticus 24:17 and Deuteronomy 19:21). This is the law of retribution
(Latin lex talonis). Ancient Hebrews considered the right and duty of each individual and family
to avenge evil on behalf of themselves and God. Retaliation, revenge, vengeance, and retribution
are as old as humanity. Blood feuds and vendettas occurred, and “getting-even” might last for
generations. In Numbers 35:19+, the blood-avenger or blood-redeemer would execute bloodrevenge against the individual who killed one’s family member. Sometimes an entire family
would be slaughtered. Lex talonis seems a severe form of retributive punishment, but actually
was more humane than blood feuds. It was intended to take vengeance out of the hands of private
persons, and commit it a magistrate or other judicial authority. This could prevent a reign of
vendettas. As usual, Christ changed the law of retaliation into the law of love—and forgiveness.
He wanted us not to live in an eyeless and toothless world.
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2

See Lewis Smedes, Forgive and Forget (New York: Pocket Books, 1984). This is a splendid
little book about the breadth and depth of forgiveness, which I typically refer to my patients.
3

See H. Newton Malony and David W. Augsburger, Christian Counseling – An Introduction
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2007), 53. The authors present the complexity of judgment vs.
forgiveness their chapter, “Counseling that Fosters Forgiveness,” 50-67.
4

John Climacus. Trans. Colm Luibheid and Norman Russell, John Climacus – The Ladder of
Divine Ascent (Mahwah NJ: Paulest Press, 1982), 152. His chapters “On Malice” and “On
Slander” (152-157) reveal the depth of these venomous attitudes. See also Evagrius of Pontus –
Talking Back – Antirrhêtikos, Trans. David Brakke, “Fifth Book, Against the Demon of Anger.”
Evagrius described how eight major sins tempt and offers Scriptural rebuttals. See the next
chapter for elaborations.
5

See Neil T. Anderson, Victory over the Darkness (California: Regal Books, 2000), 190-195.
The author lists twelve ideas for working through hurt and forgiveness.
6

See Peter Kreeft, “The Clues Converge: Jesus, the Tears of God,” Making Sense out of
Suffering (Ann Arbor, Michigan: Servant Books, 1986), 129. Aptly titled, this book presents an
overview of humanity’s struggle with suffering, evil, and death and gives the compelling answer
in our Messiah’s life, death, and resurrection.
7

See William Paul Young, The Shack (Los Angeles: Windblown Media, 2007).
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CHAPTER TEN: TEMPTATION AND VIGILANCE

“Watch and pray so that you will not fall into temptation. The spirit is willing, but the
body is weak” (Matthew 26:41).

The following, read from bottom to top, lists the steps of the ladder we traveled thus far:
Temptation
Forgiveness
Confession
The Word of God
Meditation
Prayer
The Church
Power in Weakness
Despair
The Kingdom

This is copied from the Net and one my clients readily identify with—and lively
discussions always follow:

Two Wolves

One evening an old Cherokee told his grandson about a battle that goes on inside people.
He said, “My son, the battle is between two ‘wolves’ inside us all.
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One is Evil. It is anger, envy, jealousy, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt,
resentment, inferiority, lies, false pride, superiority, and ego.
The other is Good. It is joy, peace, love, hope, serenity, humility, kindness, benevolence,
empathy, generosity, truth, compassion, and faith.”
The grandson thought about it for a moment and then asked his grandfather,
“Which wolf wins?”
The old Cherokee simply replied, “The one you feed.”
Cherokee Wisdom

Both wolves have ravenous appetites. It requires vigilance and God-given discernment to
differentiate between them. This is reminiscent of Saint Peter, who jolts us: “Be self-controlled
and alert. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to
devour” (1 Peter 5:8). In Genesis 4:7, recall God warns resentful Cain that “sin is crouching at
your door . . . .”
Step Ten suggests: “Continued to take personal inventory and when we were wrong,
promptly admitted it.” We are obliged fearlessly and relentlessly to take stock our inner world,
and whenever we are wrong, without delay, admit it. The wisdom behind this step and biblical
watchfulness is most humbling.
For recovering people, this step and Ladder rung epitomizes the test, trials, and
tribulations of the spiritual life and certainly for us Christians, who aspire to live Christ-like
lives. There is a rich tradition all the way through the Bible, and with our Christian fathers and
mothers throughout the ages, that unswerving self-examination is absolutely indispensable. Our
darkness and blindness obscures us from seeing clearly into our minds and hearts. Strangely
enough, when we imagine we are on the way towards inner transparency, our vision tends to
become opaque.
For example, one of Jesus’ most intriguing observations is the “sound eye.” Two versions
are offered for comparison.
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“The eye is the lamp of the body. If your eyes are good, your whole body will be full of light.
But if your eyes are bad, your whole body will be full of darkness. If then the light within you is
darkness, how great is that darkness!” (Matthew 6:22-23).
“Your eye is the lamp of your body. When your eyes are good, your whole body also is full of
light. But when they are bad, your body also is full of darkness. See to it, then, that the light
within you is not darkness” (Luke 11:34-35).

What we see and look at, matters. What we believe about what we see, matters. The
attitude and thoughts streaming through our mind, matters. Part of our obscurity is that at times
we cannot or will not see our inner darkness, or worse, confuse it for inner light. It takes Christ’s
light to shine through our mental and perceptual dark glasses.
While the Bible lacks contemporary science, through the wisdom and direction of the
Holy Spirit, the authors accurately described how human desires affect people behaviorally,
socially, psychologically, and spiritually. Within the Bible, the influences and forces leading to
and perpetuating addiction are numerous. It is imperative to learn how these psychological
impulses operate in one’s Christian journey from biblical truth. It says in 1 Samuel 16:7, “The
Lord does not look at the things man looks at. Man looks at outward appearances, but the Lord
looks at the heart.” It takes practice, integrity, and watchfulness to inspect our hearts for there are
dark forces vying to enter and dwell there. Our tendency is that the more we bear our crosses, the
more we crucify others.

TEMPTATION

We begin with temptation.1
Jesus was probably the smartest, most discerning, astute and subtle person who ever lived
on the face of the earth. He had judicious knowledge of the psyche. A case in point: “Watch and
pray so that you will not fall into temptation. The spirit is willing, but the body is weak”
(Matthew 26:41).
In this insightful verse, Jesus summarizes the human condition, any spiritual journey, and
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certainly that of all recovering people. This verse is not saying our bodies are “bad” as God made
them; rather, our “flesh” can be our enemies—especially the addictive brain, that voracious
glutton craving for that drug or activity of compulsion (drugs, gambling, shopping, sex, people,
eating, games, “screen” addictions, etc.) Then, in a comforting conclusion, Saint Paul observes,
“No temptation has seized you except what is common to man. And God is faithful; He will not
let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, He will also provide a
way out so that you can stand up under it” (1 Corinthians 10:13).
Both passages enlighten us that we shall be tempted, probably daily, and that vigilant
prayer can help us not to succumb to our temptations. Our spirit is willing but our sin nature is
weak.
What can we learn from Jesus? How universal were Jesus’ three temptations in the
wilderness? And does He offer us remedies? Let’s explore this.
After weeks of Jesus’ being alone, fasting, praying, and enduring the elements, the evil
one appealed to Jesus’ humanity with his three temptations. Paraphrased, in the first temptation,
Satan tempted our Lord’s authority to turn stones into bread. In the second on the enemy enticed
Jesus to attempt suicide and presume God would protect Him. In the last temptation, if Jesus
worshiped the devil, all human kingdoms all would be under His reign. In order, these
temptations pander to our need to have power over survival, power over death, and power over
others. They fulfill our economic, immortality, and political yearnings. They appeal to satisfy the
flesh, the soul, and the ego. The remedies Jesus says, quoting Scripture, are God’s Word
(practice poverty), do not tempt God (observe purity), and worship God (be obedient.)2
Messiah Jesus is the great High Priest, Son of God. Yet our comfort is shown in Hebrews
4:15: “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but
we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin.”
Ultimately, we must always face the fact that being tempted to grab the bottle, glass,
pipe, credit card, or keying in that hidden Web site is our decision. We are accountable and our
sin nature is no alibi. The ancient tenet holds fast: avoid temptation, flee or fight, and always
pray for power to endure.
God at times does cause tests and trials to occur by what He does, or by withdrawing His
love and presence so that we cannot feel Him. Psalm 10:1 states, “Why, O Lord, do you stand far
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off? Why do you hide yourself in times of trouble?” Faith offers the response, as written in
Psalm 11:1, “In the Lord I take refuge.” No longer do I base God’s presence on how I feel.
Moreover, temptations actually increase as we following Christ devotedly. We are to
persevere (easier said than done, I confess!). Incidentally, temptation ultimately comes from the
Evil One and its manifestations among people. James ends any ambiguity about this point by
asserting in 1:13, “When tempted, no one should say, ‘God is tempting me.’ For God cannot be
tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone;” The Tempter had millennia to practice and perfect
his lies and craft. Nevertheless, we are called to recognize and resist temptation. First, we shall
briefly peek into ourselves.

HEART

The Bible repeatedly elaborates about the human heart. Our heart (Greek kardia), hence
kardiognosis is knowing one’s heart, designates the innermost, hidden core and essence of the
person, the center of our being. It has a wide variety of biblical meanings in different contexts
and applications, which include mind or intellect, discernment, intuition, and judgment; emotion,
passion, and desire; and will, motivation, intention, conscience, and spiritual appetite. Generally,
“heart” is distinguished from human reason, logic, and thinking-cognitive processes, which are
“head” capacities. While connected, head and heart can operate cooperatively or competitively,
given the situation. Thinking is a conscious and surface function; heart is an unconscious or
subconscious and depth capacity. In Mark 12:29, Jesus states, “Love the Lord your God with all
your heart and with all of your soul [self] and with all of your mind [reason] and with all of your
strength” [will].
Thoughts originate from our heart. Thoughts can be neutral, godly, or ungodly. They are
composed of ideas, images, and often are impulses to act. They come from us, the evil one or our
beloved God. Godly thoughts give us peace, assurance, and joy; ungodly thoughts plague us with
anxiety, insecurity, and a troubled spirit. Our Lord plainly explains this.
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“No good tree bears bad fruit, nor does a bad tree bear good fruit. Each tree is recognized by its
own fruit. People do not pick figs from thorn bushes, or grapes from briers. The good man brings
good things out of the good stored up in his heart, and the evil man brings evil things out of the
evil stored up in his heart. For out of the overflow of his heart his mouth speaks” (Luke 6:43).

Jesus summarized this in Matthew 6:21: “For where your treasure is, there your heart will
be also.” You and I must learn to gaze into and reflect upon our hearts. The urgency and wisdom
behind this is forthcoming.

THE DEADLY PASSIONS OR VICES

In various forms, throughout the Bible we are instructed to be awake and be watchful.
Knowing how powerful subconscious and unconscious thoughts, motives, feelings, and impulses
are in determining behavior, we must cultivate the skill of self-transparency and reflection. In 2
Corinthians10:4, Paul advises, “The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On
the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds. We demolish arguments and every
pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to
make it obedient to Christ.”
While Paul refers to spiritual forces (supramundane beings) hostile to God’s reign, this
applies to “stinking thinking” and other defense mechanisms listed in Chapter Two, as well. ”We
take captive every thought” means we are to identify and be conscious of ungodly images and
ideas, and speedily confess them to God.
Paul further counsels us in a similar vein in Romans 12:2. “Conform no longer to the
pattern of this present world, but be transformed by the renewal of your minds. Then you will be
able to discern the will of God, and to know what is good, acceptable, and perfect.” In a
delightful and insightful book The Desert Fathers, a desert ascetic named Poeman said, “to be on
guard, to meditate within, to judge with discernment: these are the works of the soul.”3
Vigilance. Inner attention. We renew our minds daily, hourly, moment by moment. God
gladly helps us as we ask. We are to be transparent to ourselves.
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In Christian history, the Deadly Passions (later the Deadly Sins or vices) evolved, all of
which are found somewhere in the Bible and in AA’s Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions.4 A
Greek monastic theologian, Evagrius of Pontus (346-399), was an Egyptian monk who spent
years in ascetic living, praying, studying, writing, teaching, and facing his demons in his solitary
cell. He drew up a list of eight human “passions”: gluttony, impurity [lust], avarice, sadness,
anger, acedia, [lack of care toward Christian discipline] vainglory, and pride.5 Later medieval
writers combined vainglory and pride and made other modifications.6 They are called passions
because the Greek word passion means to suffer or suffering; they cause unrest and torment in
our Christian walk. Sooner or later we will court more suffering, marry misery, or sleep with
woe if we continue feeding them.
These passions—or vices—incorporate those of the will (wrath, sloth), mind (pride,
vainglory, envy) and appetite (lust, gluttony, greed, and covetousness.)
They are as old as Adam and Eve in Eden. At the conclusion of this chapter, we will
examine their antidotes.
John Cassian (360-435), a saint in the Orthodox Church, classified Appetitive as the ones
most relevant to the addictive process. They comprise lust, gluttony, greed or avarice, and
covetousness. First, we should be clear on the role of desire in this process.

DESIRE

Desire teaches us a great deal about our humanity. Desire is physical, psychological,
social, and spiritual in nature. To desire suggests wants and feelings that impel us to the
attainment or possession of someone, something, or some experience. Desire can be mild,
moderate, or intense and passionate. Natural desire is God-given. John Climacus offers
discernment between desire and passion:

God neither caused nor created evil and, therefore, those who assert that certain passions come
naturally to the soul are quite wrong. What they fail to realize is that we have taken natural
attributes of our own and turned them into passions. . . . Nature has provided us with anger as
something to be turned against the serpent, but we have used it against our neighbor.7
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This was echoed by that great Christian theologian, Saint Augustine who believed human
behavior is motivated by desire and to the Christian aim is to move from lesser, lower loves to
higher loves and ultimately love of God.
The following verses show that desire has moral motivations and effects: “I desire to do
your will, O my God; your law is within my heart” (Psalm 40:8). “Yes, Lord, walking in the way
of your laws, we wait for you; your name and renown are the desire of our hearts” (Isaiah 26:8).
These are excellent examples of right, good, and moral desire. Moral desire is a virtue to
cultivate. Perverted desire, and our dark nature, is “the rest of the story” as the writer(s) of
Ecclesiastes aptly described.
“I denied myself nothing my eyes desired; I refused my heart no pleasure” (Ecclesiastes
2:10). Solomon is a classic example of someone gifted with Godly wisdom, who eventually
submitted to desire, lust, gluttony, greed (“All King Solomon’s goblets were gold, and all the
household articles in the Palace of the Forest of Lebanon were pure gold. Nothing was made of
silver, because silver was considered of little value in Solomon’s day.” (2 Chron. 9:20), and
(probably) covetousness. We should indeed minimize or avoid certain sights that our eyes desire.
For instance, addicted people in recovery learn not to gawk at the bonanza of bottles on the wine
or beer aisle; not fix upon pill containers in pharmacies or in someone’s medicine cabinet; not
stare at liquor stores; not “happen” to drive by dealers’ houses; and not be entranced by videos
glamorizing drinking, using, and romance. Looking is free! (Some claim). Psalm 101:3 declares,
“I will set before my eyes no vile thing.” Sound advice.
1 John 2:16 counsels against “The lust of his eyes”. The old expression “the eyes are the
windows to the soul” reminds us that who and what we see is imprinted into our brains. We must
be careful about the aim of vision. “Morbid fascination” expresses a warning about the object of
our desire. This is why Paul bewails, “I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful
nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out” (Romans 7:18). This
verse is often quoted and rightfully so. Paul of Tarsus, sometimes considered the Moses of the
New Testament, was intoxicated in his love and holy passion for Jesus the Messiah. His love
never ceases to amaze me. In this context, he was exasperated. He bemoaned his and our human
dilemma: our inability to accomplish our sincerest vows and commitments consistently. One
may dispute “Nothing good lives in me” in this verse as being too drastic, but the old adage
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illustrates it well: “the road to hell is paved with good intentions.” Our mantra continues: we
can’t, He can.
We return to what may be the best verse in the Bible that incisively reveals the addictive
sequence: “But each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and
enticed. Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown,
gives birth to death” (James 1:14).
Whoever and whatever tempts us also discloses desires of our hearts. It takes no effort to
ignore a temptation not tempting to us! Whenever we are tempted to engage in some activity
wrong, bad, and corrupting, usually it is because it gives us pleasure, a rush, or at least relief. I
heard a once remark in a sermon, “Sin is attractive.” When we consent, we are “dragged away
and enticed.” Sin is born, grows rapidly and when ripe, bursts and rots into death. Unlike some
Eastern religions, our task is not to eliminate desire or attachment, but to redirect desire via our
will toward YHWH.
We shall now consider the basic Deadly Sins.

LUST

In this context, lust is both a perversion of sexual desire and a consuming selfgratification, such as when one exploits and abuses someone. The Greek word for lust is porneia.
It comes from porne, a prostitute, which means “to go a-whoring” in any way, not only sexually,
but with eyes and hands as well. Notice this is distinguished from sexual desire, not an evil in
itself. Two familiar verses describe exploitative lust fittingly.
“I made a covenant with my eyes not to look lustfully at a girl” (Job 31:1).
“But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed
adultery with her in his heart” (Matthew 5:28).
However, it can include any powerful craving as well. In the following verse, lust
expands from a sexual context into broader application.
“For everything in the world—the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and the
boasting of what he has and does—comes not from the Father but from the world. The world and
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its desires pass away, but the man who does the will of God lives forever” (1 John 2:16-17).
This verse sharpens the focus upon how much it matters who and what we look at, and
watch. For example, we men probably had a pornography phase in our lives—at the onset due to
curiosity, thrills, or perhaps a prelude to lusty sex, but we usually abandon it. However, porno
gazing opens its beguiling peepshow toward a panorama of sex addiction—such as video
marathons, live Web cams, and defiling sexual activities. Apart from drug highs (chemical
orgasms), the most incredible pleasure we can experience is sexual arousal and orgasm. One can
always argue “everything in moderation,” which sounds suspiciously like another rationalization.
Where is that almost invisible line between initiation, experimentation, habit and addiction?
When porno viewing becomes habitual, it may replace a living person. Or, it may lead to sexual
compulsivity or worse, sexual perversions against women and children.
Patrick Carnes, mentioned earlier, is an author and expert on sexual addiction. Consistent
with the cycles and progression of substance addiction in chapter one, he writes about this issue
accordingly. Some signs and symptoms of sex addiction include inability to resist from certain
sexual impulses, desire to cease or control that action and being unable to do so, continued
sexual behavior when they interfere with major role responsibilities, and resulting distress,
irritability etc. More alarming is the fact that Carnes conducted studies, and found fewer than 13
percent of addicts have only one addiction—so some eighty-seven percent have multiple
addictions. He concludes that family factors and trauma promote sex addiction.8
“Your lewdness and promiscuity have brought this upon you, because you lusted after the
nations and defiled yourself with their idols” (Ezekiel 23:29-30). Ezekiel gives a good example
of non-sexual lust. The Bible shows one of the greatest perennial sins we can commit: idolatry.
Unquestionably, for people in recovery, drug paraphernalia such as prized beer mugs or crystal
wine glasses, were idols “worshiped.” Cannabis connoisseurs hallow their prized pipes. Nor is
this any different from compulsive shoppers’ wardrobes, which overflow in closets and dressers.
Idolatry is our preoccupation, attachment, and obsession with someone or something finite—a
poor substitute for the living, loving Infinite Power of the universe. In courtship and romance, we
naturally idolize him or her, until the honeymoon sets and morning breath begins. For some, a
parade of partners is in essence a progression of idolatry. Thus, we can lust for power, status,
authority, and prestige over others.
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Incidentally, it is no accident that serial murderers, rapists and violent offenders
possessed by aggression, violence and bloodlust also lived in ancient times. Note Psalm 5:6:
“You destroy those who tell lies; bloodthirsty and deceitful men the Lord abhors.” Is not
bloodlust apropos? Today, some people and unfortunately, kids and teens are morbidly
fascinated with violent media shows. We become desensitized and immune to assaults,
stabbings, shootings and bombings graphically portrayed on screens and magazines. Why do we
let this imagery imprint in our minds through videos and DVD’s? It took me long enough, but I
no longer view whatever glorifies violence, bloodshed and murder. It is not of the Kingdom of
God but all-too familiar expressions within the kingdom of men.
A final point. In Galatians 5:16, 17 Paul broadens the context of lust into the conflicting
desires of the flesh and the spirit: I say then: Walk in the Spirit, and you shall not fulfill the lust
of the flesh. For the flesh lusts against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh; and these are
contrary to one another, so that you do not do the things that you wish. To reemphasize: the body
and its desires (thirst, hunger, and libido) are not evil in themselves but if not managed by the
spirit, sin is inevitable. The antidote? See Gal. 5:22.

GLUTTONY

“For drunkards and gluttons become poor, and drowsiness clothes them in rags”
(Proverbs 23:21). There are only a few verses in the Bible with glutton or gluttony listed. A
glutton is usually considered as someone who eats or consumes immoderate amounts of food or
drink. Gluttony has been described as “belly madness.” (Technically, alcohol and drug addiction
is gluttony to the insatiable brain). Given the obesity epidemic in this country and multiplying
eating disorders, gluttony is a serious problem. Emotionally healthy and serene recovering
people have been observed overweight and some are even obese (and many are nicotine
dependent as well and together these are cardiac time bombs). The stomach’s ability to expand
seems limitless.
In early recovery, most people overeat—which can become habitual. We will fight the
battle of the bulge all our lives. Moderation in eating is a daily trial.
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GREED

Greed is another perversion of desire and an expression of addictive behavior. It is an
excessive and sometimes insatiable craving to acquire or possess more than what one needs or
deserves, especially with respect to material wealth. We are brainwashed in this culture of
consumerism to buy and buy and buy … bigger is better, newer is better. While strolling at a
mall, we could ask when our eyes are captivated at something in a display window: Is it need or
is it greed? Why can we not be content with what we have and possess? 9 The following verses
reveal the illusion that possessions and property will buy serenity:
“Then he said to them, ‘Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man's
life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions’” (Luke 12:15).
“Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality,
impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry” (Colossians 3:5).
Greed is idolatry—what an astute observation! Recall Jesus convicting questions in
Matthew 16:26: “What good will it be for a man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his
soul? Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul?” I sometimes ask myself, “Why am I not
content with what I have?” John Wesley, founder of Methodism, once said earn all we can, save
all we can, and give all we can. Thoughtful advice.
As the ultimate sin, pride, I wonder if greed is even more pervasive and ubiquitous than
pride?

COVETOUSNESS

Coveting is another distortion of desire, and the parent of greed. Coveting is to desire
wrongfully, inordinately, or without due regard for the rights of others. In the Ten
Commandments, the final one describes coveting as an attitude and preoccupation: “You shall
not covet your neighbor's wife. You shall not set your desire on your neighbor's house or land,
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his manservant or maidservant, his ox or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor”
(Deuteronomy 5:21).
Coveting can be a risky and even lethal combination when reinforced with lust, greed,
and wrath, as anyone ever involved in a love triangle can testify. Saint James, that most practical
of writers in the New Testament (if not the whole Bible) says, “What causes fights and quarrels
[wars] among you? Don't they come from your desires that battle within you? You want
something but don't get it. You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want. You quarrel
and fight. You do not have, because you do not ask God” (James 4:1).
Coveting is based on yearning for what we fancy, and may include envy and jealousy.
The boundaries between these three forms of longings are hard to discern. Envy is when we lack
what they have and wish to have what we do not have. It is frustration over their good fortune,
and we may have ill-will and even resentment towards them. Jealousy is insecurity and fear that
we may lose what we have, such as when we make our mind up that someone flirts with our
spouse. James, our Lord’s brother also observes, “For where you have envy and selfish ambition,
there you will find disorder and every evil practice.” As always, we have to measure these in
accordance to Christ’s law of love and pray for Him to remove these from staining our souls.
Christian Fathers and Mothers speak of “holy envy,” in which they aspire to live like
Christ and imitate the lives of holy men and women both past and current. Such perfection is
impossible without God’s sanctification, but our task to press on and with his endless grace we
will progress.

WRATH

Wrath (or rage) often erupts when self-serving or evil desire is thwarted, which may
inflame into hate and even vengeance. Wrath is an emotional virus. The Bible does not make this
distinction, but in our era, anger is the emotion; wrath is the attitude and grudge. As we saw in
the last chapter, some sour souls spend their lives fueling such bitter memories; their life is
simply about plotting, scheming, and getting even. Here again, James warns that we need to have
the sense to pray about and ask God for what we want and need—and accept that however He
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answers, and how long it takes, He does so for our greatest good (James 4:1-3). This is the
challenge of our faith, is it not? Another passage from The Desert Fathers elucidates the
passionate process and wrath in particular.

A brother asked Poeman about the words, “Do not render evil for evil” (1 Thessalonians 5:15).
He said to him, “The passions work in four stages: first in the heart, then in the face, third in
words, fourth in deeds—and it is in deeds that it is essential not to render evil for evil. If you
purify your heart, passion will not show in your expression, but if it does, take care not to speak
about it; if you do speak, cut the conversation short in case you render evil for evil.” 10

For some of us, chronic anger a major problem, which usually has bitter-root judgments
and resentments as we saw in the last chapter. Repressed anger and rage may lie hidden in our
hearts from childhood. “Each heart knows its own bitterness, and no one can share its joy”
(Proverbs 14:10). Psalm 37:9 instructs us, “Refrain for anger and turn from wrath; do not fret—it
leads only to evil.”
In Genesis 4 we have the tragic account of Cain and Abel, the first brothers in JudeoChristian history. Both presented offerings to YHWH, who was pleased with Abel’s but not with
Cain’s. Perhaps it was what Cain offered; maybe it was his underlying attitude that tragically
manifested in his behavior. Due to God’s disfavor with his offering, “Cain was very angry, and
his face was downcast.” Cain scowls, and has the first report of AA’s resentment in the Bible.
God warns Cain with Divine discernment and prophecy, “If you do what is right, will you not be
accepted? But if you do not what is right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you,
but you must master it.” There is no better description of God’s counsel on how anger can lead to
mayhem. Complicating Cain’s response were his jealousy, envy, and pride. Managing anger is a
major recovery challenge. So what does Cain say to the God of the universe, Creator of heaven
and earth?
In verse nine Cain gives his world-famous evasion to God’s question, “Am I my
brother’s keeper?” His defense is both defiant and rhetorical, in which he indirectly repudiates
any responsibility for his brother. He has the audacity to rationalize his foul play to the God
Almighty. (I am sure we have offered less ruthless rationalizations to Him as well). Given his
lack of conscience and remorse, he appears to be the first sociopath in recorded history.
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The poet William Blake writes,
Jealousy has a Human heart
And Jealousy a Human Face;
Terror, the Human Form Divine,
And Secrecy, the Human Dress.
The Human Dress is forged Iron,
The Human Form a fiery Forge.
The Human Face a Furnace seal’d,
The Human Heart its hungry Gorge.11
When our desire, lust, gluttony, greed, and covetousness are thwarted, our hearts may
well burst into a nova of passion like Blake’s poem. In James 1:19-20 he explains, “My dear
brothers, take note of this: everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become
angry, for man’s anger does not bring about the righteous life God desires.” James further
diagnoses this in James 4:1-3. Moreover, in Ephesians 4:31 Paul warns, “Get rid of all bitterness,
rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every from of malice.” Pray for our Beloved to
help you manage your anger—and eliminate it.
Self-righteous anger is really a contradiction. Often our pride is hurt, which we shall
consider next.

PRIDE

Many view pride as the primary sin leading to all others. It has many shades: self-sufficiency,
self-reliance, autonomy, and a host of others. “My way.”
AA cautions alcoholics about “ego inflation.” The alcoholic imagines it is his willpower
that sustains sobriety. The illogical conclusion is that if willpower maintains abstinence, then
someday willpower can maintain controlled drinking.
Pride is perhaps the most insidious vice, as we often are oblivious when it takes root
beneath consciousness. As we grow due to God’s grace, and through Him are able to accomplish
good works, we naturally feel a sense of gratification. Repeating Jesus’ words, Christian fathers
and mothers incessantly warned about the seduction of vainglory. Vainglory is a defiantly

174

corrupting spiritual disease that feeds self-righteousness. For example, consider someone
endowed with one or more spiritual gifts (1 Corinthians 12:8-10). As she administrates a gift
consistently and reliably, she may forget the Source of her gift, and forgets Who wears the
crown. In Matthew 23:26, Jesus is infuriated at a few Pharisees, and one indictment is glaring:
“Blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup and dish, and then the outside will also be
clean.” Our challenge is not to be like “whitewashed tombs.” It takes relentlessness,
watchfulness, prayer and humility to not succumb to pride and vainglory.
Think of Jesus. Did he have pride as we understand it? No, he was incredibly humble,
always deferring and submissive to the Father despite walking on water, calming storms, raising
people for the dead and so forth. Yet he was never self-willed or on an ego-trip. He was a perfect
balance of power and humility. Saint Paul summarizes this best: “God forbid that I should boast
of anything but the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ . . . (Gal. 6:14). Another verse I need to always
remember.
Our undertaking is to balance humble esteem between shame and grandiosity.

BOREDOM

Boredom is not typically considered as one of the Deadly Seven, but I include it because
it is a common malady of recovering people—especially in the early months of sobriety.
Boredom (similar to the Greek akedia) combines such elements as sloth (lethargy, spiritual
indolence); despondency (dejection, gloominess); and irritability (restlessness, monotony).
Monastics sometimes referred to akedia as the “noonday demon,” the time preceding suppertime,
which in desert regions was usually the hottest time of the day. Just imagine praying and
profusely sweating wearing a heavy monk outfit in a small, stifling monastic cell in 100° heat,
during desert summers! And God knows how much they were tormented by insects.
We might view boredom as our nightly or weekend demon, since those times are vwhen
most addicted people begin their consumption rituals. The founders of AA and NA knew this,
which is why most meetings begin at 6:00, 7:00, or 8:00 PM and sometimes later. Pascal
describes this condition most accurately:
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Boredom. Man finds nothing so intolerable as to be in a state of complete rest, without passions,
without occupation, without diversion, without effort. Then He faces his nullity, loneliness,
inadequacy, dependence, helplessness, emptiness. And at once there wells up from the depths of
his soul boredom, gloom, depression, chagrin, resentment, despair.12

For us in recovery, boredom fits well within these deadly passions.
A few more words about akedia (or acedia), a Greek word rooted in “not caring.” This
word evolved in Monastic Christianity and was a scourge among contemplatives. Acedia is a
complex word not having any exact contemporary equivalent and in fact, books have been
written about it. 13 In Christian context it means becoming apathetic, distracted, and bored with
such Christian disciplines as church commitment, Bible study, “worship[ing] in the Spirit and in
truth” (John 4:24), and especially devotional prayer. One becomes careless about these practices
and worse, care less about them. This is sometimes deemed the vice or sin of indifference.
Joyfulness is replaced by monotony, weariness and even an acidity of soul. It erodes psychic
energy to act faithfully: a Christian does whatever necessary to arrange life so that he and she
will have time to practice it. Awareness of acedia and boredom is necessary to press on and
persevere in one’s disciplined life.
To summarize this section on ungodly desire, reflect upon the following: “For the sinful
nature desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the sinful nature.
They are in conflict with each other, so that you do not do what you want” (Galatians 5:17).
“Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to abstain from sinful desires,
which war against your soul” (1 Peter 2:11).
We Christians are well aware of the combat within us. That perceptive comment about
the unholy trinity as being the world, the flesh, and the devil is comprehensive and identifies the
source of destructive passions. What demonic shapes would walk the streets if our bodies were
as evil as some of our thoughts! Our test is to identify both our temptations and our
vulnerabilities, confess them and seek God’s power.

SINFUL DESIRE
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Christian fathers and mothers identified the process and sequence of these Deadly Sins in
our era which we call addiction. Generally speaking, it functions accordingly:

1.
Temptation (triggers) – external or internal stimuli (Notices the beer aisle).
2.
Interaction or dialogue – mental debate (Should I or shouldn’t I buy a bottle?)
3.
Assent or consent – (One won’t hurt, it’s my birthday).
4.
Action – (Buys one, but not the usual brand).
5.
Passion and Captivity – Consumption ignites compulsion (Soon drives back to the store
for a twelve-pack).
Temptation knocks and keeps knocking. We know who’s there but by standing close to
the door, rather than walking away, it amplifies. Euphoric recall saturates our brains. Opening
the door, the dialogue begins. We gaze at Temptation and are reminded it was good for food and
pleasing to the eye and our appetite waters. We nod, smile, and let Temptation into our living
rooms, then that familiar embrace. We pretend we don’t hear Temptation snickering.
Lastly, ponder this arrangement of the seven Deadly Sins and their corresponding virtues.
This lists the type of passion or vice, description and antidote or remedy.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Sloth: dejection, laziness, self-pity, boredom, despondency, acedia. Diligence, zeal,
fortitude, faith, hope.
Envy: jealousy, spite, malice, ill-will. Kindness, good-will, praise, admiration
Anger: wrath, rage, resentment, revengeful, hate. Patience, forgiveness, mercy,
compassion, justice
Lust: obsessive over-stimulation, craving, “libido itch.” Chastity, distraction, agape,
monogamy
Gluttony: “belly madness,” over-indulging, addiction. Abstinence, temperance, fasting,
Greed: insatiable desire to acquire or possess more than one needs or deserves, coveting.
Simplicity, frugality, generosity
Pride: vainglory, arrogance, conceit, self-will, ego-inflation, narcissism. Humility,
charity, modesty

“Everyone who would follow our Lord Jesus Christ is engaged in spiritual warfare. Our
battle wages every day, every hour” as Saint Silouan the Athonite (1866-1938), a Russian monk,
reflected with countless Christians since Christ’s resurrection. Only God’s light and our
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perseverance can shine upon these dark impulses and powers, enabling us to recognize them as
quickly as possible, and ask Him for deliverance.
In spite of our greatest intentions and desire, we are reminded we cannot achieve these
aspirations and virtues—or we may be deluded and give way to vainglory!
You are invited to read Psalm 27 through the lens of these passions and vices;
symbolically speaking, “enemies,” “foes,” and “oppressors” are these deadly passions.
Saint Maximos is credited with advising “every passion is curable through abstinence and
love.” Who can abide by this? In John 15:5 Jesus exhorts, “apart from me you can do nothing.”

CHALLENGES

I find all of this intimidating. Daunting. Overwhelming. Recognizing and admitting these
passions keeps me humble and not presumptuous. We have a lifetime to practice our Christian
program, and by accepting His grace with thanksgiving, we can become more like Christ, a day
at a time. As this chapter indicates, in our recovery we must be on guard day after day. Happily,
we are not on our own.
When God spoke “Be holy because I, the Lord your God, am holy” (Leviticus 19:2), He
certainly set an unattainable standard, a bar nobody could ever jump over. Yet, in His love for us
through the Holy Spirit, God enables, empowers, and equips us to persevere and succeed as He
sanctifies us. Sanctification (to set apart for sacred use or make holy) is the process of us
becoming more holy through Him. While in John 17:17 Christ speak to his immediate disciples,
it applies to us also: “Sanctify them by the truth; your word is truth.” Romans 8:26 encourages,
“In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness.”
Thus, we strive to recognize and reject all ungodly thoughts; move our hearts towards our
Lord; and be sanctified and transfigured from selfish love to unselfish love. This happens to us as
we “trust and obey” in our lifelong Christian journey.
We simply endeavor to do this today, and as long as we live.
“Watch your life and doctrine closely” (1 Timothy 4:16). Whatever your length of
sobriety, you never know when a glance at a waiter pouring someone’s drink, a whiff of cigarette
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smoke while walking along Main Street, or opening a new prescription might spark a powerful
craving. We are warned to keep awake. The enemy never sleeps.
We step up to the final rung, “Obedience,” in the next chapter.
_________
1

See Thomas à Kempis, “On Resisting Temptations,” The Imitation of Christ (New York:
Penguin Books, 1984), 40-42, a book so worthy of purchasing and re-reading again and again.
2

See Paul Evdokimov, Ages of the Spiritual Life (Crestwood, New York: St. Vladimir’s
Seminary Press, 2002), 139-154, where he analyzes the three temptations of Christ. This book
covers main phases of Christian spirituality from a Christian Orthodox perspective.
3

Trans. by Benedicta Ward, The Desert Fathers – Sayings of the Early Desert Monks (New
York: Penguin Books, 2003, 5. Such passions and virtues as self-control, lust, fortitude,
discretion, obedience, charity, and visions are examined.
4

See Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions (Alcoholics Anonymous World Services 1991), 46.
This book mentions the seven deadly sins, and describes each of the Twelve-Steps.
5

Evagrius Ponticus, The Praktikos and Chapters On Prayer (Kalamazo Michigan, Cistercian
Publications 1981), 16-17. Also, as previously mentioned, see Evagrius of Pontus – Talking
Back – Antirrhêtikos, Trans. David Brakke, Fifth Book, “Against the Demon of Anger.” See
Other Christian notables, such as John Cassian, Gregory the Great, and Thomas Aquinas who
made minor amendments on the deadliest sins, each striving to perfect their forerunners’
comments.
6

John Climacus, Trans. Colm Luibheid and Norman Russell, John Climacus – The Ladder of
Divine Ascent (Mahwah NJ: Paulest Press, 1982), 62-66. The vices are classified and evolve
through Christian writers. John Climacus’ ladder has thirty steps, fifteen of which are devoted to
the passions.
7

8

Trans. by Benedicta Ward, The Desert Fathers – Sayings of the Early Desert, 251.

See Patrick J. Carnes, “What We Know About the Sex Addict,” Addiction Professional
(Cleveland: Vendome Group, LLC, Vol. 5, No. 6, November, 2007), 34-36. Another excellent
book, highly recommended and written by a Christian author, William M. Struthers, is Wired for
Intimacy: How Pornography Hijacks the Male Brain.
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9

See John De Graaf, Thomas H. Naylor, and David Wann, Affluenza: The All-Consuming
Epidemic (San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler Publishers), 2001.
10

Trans. by Benedicta Ward, The Desert Fathers – Sayings of the Early Desert, 92.

11

William Blake, Blake. Richard Wilbor, Ed. (New York: Dell Publishing Co., 1974), 70.

12

Blaise Pascal. Trans. A. J. Krailsheimer, Pensees (New York: Penguin Books, 1988), 235.

13

See Kathleen Norris, A Marriage, Monks, and A Writer’s Life - Acedia & Me (New York:
Riverhead Books, 2008). This is a fine blend of theory and the author’s experience of acedia.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN: OBEDIENCE

”Not everyone who says to me “Lord, Lord’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who
does the will of my Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 7:21).

We arrive at the top rung of the ladder, so for a final gaze:

Obedience
Temptation
Forgiveness
Confession
The Word of God
Meditation
Prayer
The Church
Power in Weakness
Despair
The Kingdom

The final rung on this Ladder of Recovery is obedience. It could well have been placed
first, as no recovery is possible without surrendering to self-will and subsequent obedient
actions, effort, and deeds. We realize that behavior occurs when the mind decides to act in that
intended direction. Repenting is turning from addiction, sin, and despair and turning toward our
beloved Messiah. Repenting and recovering mean turning from the cigarette aisle, the sports bar,
the convenience store, the dealer’s house, the pharmacy—to seek help, get an assessment, abide
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by treatment recommendations, and begin or sustain church involvement, and attend AA and
NA. Twelve-Step Programs endorse surrender and willingness. Christ invites repentance and
obedience.
As imago Dei is the image of God, now mission Dei is “sending of God” or God’s
mission for us in this life. He is a missionary God. Following Christ is sharing the good news to
others.
Of course, believing in Christ is our foundation—a faith the Holy Spirit joyfully bestows
upon us and ancient tradition teaches. Some Christian clergy suggest believing in Him is all that
is required and all that matters. Essentially, that is true, e. g. John 3:16. You can believe Jesus is
the Christ; believe that recovery is possible, yet still remain stuck in active addiction.
Theologians have scrutinized and dissected the relationship between faith and works,
which peaked in the era of Martin Luther, but surprisingly, is still debated today. As to any
theological perplexity, usually an answer is found when we refer to our Lord’s life as chronicled
in the Christian Scriptures. ”In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see
your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven” (Matthew 5:16). His earthly existence was
proclamation and demonstration.
After the Gospels, the next New Testament book was not entitled “Beliefs of the
Apostles” but “Acts of the Apostles.”
What is inward, goes outward.
Words become works.
Faith becomes function.
Seed become fruit.
Repentance becomes resurrection.
Creed becomes deed.

DEEDS

Belief as merely mental assent and acknowledgement is insufficient and deficient. James
states that fact in 2:19: “You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe
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that—and shudder.” In the Christian Scriptures, demonic entities knew about Jesus and
unquestionably believed that He was I AM (Exodus 3:14, John 8:58). Their unbelief was living
as “antichrists.” In the Bible believing and having faith includes confession, repentance,
conversion, sanctification, and Christian lifestyle change. For a moment, ponder the following
verses, as they highlight behavior, actions and works.

“I the LORD search the heart and examine the mind, to reward a man according to his conduct,
according to what his deeds deserve” (Jeremiah 17:10).
“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who
does the will of my Father who is in heaven.” (Matthew 7:21).
“This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light
because their deeds were evil” (John 3:19).
“Do not be amazed at this, for a time is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his
voice and come out—those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil
will rise to be condemned” (John 5:28-29).
“For we are God's workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared
in advance for us to do” (Ephesians 2:10).
“But someone will say, ‘You have faith; I have deeds.’ Show me your faith without deeds, and I
will show you my faith by what I do” (James 2:18).
“I know your deeds, your love and faith, your service and perseverance, and that you are now
doing more than you did at first” (Revelation 2:19).

One of AA’s mantras is, “If you’re going to ‘talk the talk,” you got to “walk the walk.’”
We respond with obedience out of a deep sense of gratitude for Adonai’s love for us.
Ephesians 2:8-9 is one of Paul’s best summaries of all his theology, perhaps his John
3:16.
True as this is, a word of caution is relevant. Some of you are in the church clergy,
administration, or active on committees while managing (through heroic effort!) to keep your
addiction secret. Some Christian souls are P.O.W.’s—not prisoners of war (although in a sense
you indeed are prisoners, captives in your war with addiction)—but are Performance Obsessed
Workers. To be sure, we are by love and obligation, impelled to work to further His Kingdom.
Yes, you can “rest” when you are escorted into His heavenly kingdom. And yet it is you are
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driven to work and work and work. In this case, all I can suggest that even our Messiah rested
and recuperated. You deserve no less. (Robert McGee's best-selling book The Search For
Significance: Seeing Your True Worth Through God's Eyes addresses devoted Christians not to
base self-worth on their accomplishments and good works for our Lord).
As I type these lines, it is Advent 2008, and my eyes fixed on the Matthew 1:23: “The
virgin will be with a child and give birth to a son, and they will call him ‘Emmanuel’—which
means, ‘God with us,’” the fulfillment of Isaiah 7:17. As I ponder this, I have to pause being
overwhelmed by joy. Emmanuel—God with us. Emmanuel is with you and me at this moment
and forever. How could we not be moved to obey and share the Good News? How could we
presume to keep this to ourselves?
The truth that has vexed me for more years than I wish to admit follows. Most everyone
wants Jesus as Savior, but how many of us will surrender to Him as Lord over our lives? How
many of us can, without a guilty conscience, honestly claim our Messiah as Lord?
In any case, AA’s Step Twelve reads, “Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of
these Steps, we tried to carry this message to alcoholics and to practice these principles in all our
affairs.”
In Step Twelve, AA and NA members, due to their spiritual awakening earned and
graced by working the previous 11 steps, “carry the message” and “practice” the program in their
lives. The most effective means of attraction and persuasion are their living examples. They
share their “gospel” of recovery to those in the bondage of active addiction. They have indeed
endured the burning of being consumed by addiction, and are worthy of giving the light of their
experience to others. There are times when, despite their most heroic efforts, a sponsee lies and
occasionally betrays them, so they feel “burned.” Such is the recovery and Christian life. We will
be burned. “What is to give light must endure burning,” as Victor Frankle, a Nazi concentration
survivor, observed.
Millennia before Twelve-step recovery began, obedience means carrying the message of
the Gospel—proclamation (Greek kerygma).
What would we agree upon that would constitute “working a Christian Recovery
Program?”
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FOUR CORNERSTONES

While Christ is the cornerstone, in this model He is the foundation, and respectively the
four cornerstones are the Bible, Church, Prayer and Witnessing-Missions. These all fall under
obedience.
As Messiah Jesus might say, I became the humblest and least of all men, that you might
overcome your pride through my humility.
Yeshua (Hebrew for Jesus, which means “YHWH saves”). is the foundation and the axis
of our faith. His life, crucifixion, death, and resurrection remain unique, and are what separates
Christianity from other religions. The following passage reveals the mystery and magnificence of
His being. “That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with
our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched—this we proclaim concerning
the Word of life” (1 John. 1:1-2).
“He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation” (Colossians 1:15).
Again, that astonishing paradox: God on a cross. The only way to make any sense of this is to
apprehend God’s nature and motive, condensed in that brief sense in 1 John. 4:16: “God is love.”
If we do not grasp, accept, and with His grace live this elemental truth, we cannot embody our
Savior.
It is up to us to surrender to His open arms.
Teresa of Avila articulates it compellingly:
Christ Has No Body
Christ has no body but yours,
No hands, no feet on earth but yours,
Yours are the eyes with which he looks
Compassion on this world,
Yours are the feet with which he walks to do good,
Yours are the hands, with which he blesses all the world.
Yours are the hands, yours are the feet,
Yours are the eyes, you are his body.
Christ has no body now but yours,
No hands, no feet on earth but yours,
Yours are the eyes with which he looks compassion on this world.
Christ has no body now on earth but yours.
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Your church should have a number of service, volunteer and mission opportunities. We are to
witness to the world through words and works. “No hands, no feet on earth but yours.” What
follows are some ancient Christian disciplines as relevant today as they were then, as part of the
tradition of obedience. We shall look at mission, fasting, vigils, solitude and silence, healing,
anointing, baptism and journaling.

MISSION

Three men and I went one Saturday morning to an elderly woman’s house. It was
apparent she lived on a social security check. The house was rather small and old. Someone had
begun to repair her covered backyard porch, but the job was incomplete for a long time. There
was a large section from the backdoor to the porch door on the floor left open, and we saw the
concrete slab below. The woman had not been able to use it for many months. After some hours
of removing and replacing panels, beams, and ply board, the job was complete and the elderly
woman was so grateful, that our hearts were touched.

We are to spread the Gospel by proclamation and demonstration, words and works, just
as we did helping the elderly lady. ”Dear children, let us not love with words and tongue but with
actions and in truth” (1 John 3:18). Jesus further amplifies this in John 14:15, 24: “If you love
me, you will obey what I command. He who does not love me will not obey my teaching.”
How much do we love our Messiah? These verses reveal the relationship between our
obedience and Jesus being our Lord. Whenever we are clear about God’s will in any situation, if
we disobey Him, we are in rebellion.2 I confess I have disobeyed God the Father, God the Son,
and God the Holy Spirit. Luke 6:46 pricks my conscience: “Why do you call me, ‘Lord, Lord,’
and do not do what I say?” I once heard a priest say “Jesus is always at the boundary of where
we are and where we should be.”

FASTING
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Fasting is an ancient Christian tradition.3 Given our gluttonous society, it may be among
the most difficult disciplines to accomplish. Saint Paul makes much ado about self-control and
rightly so; in living a devoted and disciplined life we do our utmost to manage our bodily
appetites and passions. “Belly madness,” gluttony, is a form of idolatry. In America, with knives,
forks, and spoons we are digging our graves. A dear Christian brother and prison ministry
volunteer was overweight and joked “Even fat men get to heaven” but lost over twenty pounds
when he ended hospitalized for heart problems caused by poundage.
What does the Bible instruct about fasting? While it includes fasting from washing, oil
anointing, sleeping, and intercourse, here we will focus upon food.
In the Bible, the Old Testament exclusively commanded one fast on the Day of
Atonement. This fast was from sunset of one day to sunset of the next day (Leviticus 16:29;
23:32). Hebrews fasted for different reasons: When danger threatened or calamity beset Israel,
divine displeasure, mourning, repentance, natural affliction (drought, pestilence, plagues etc.)
concentration and anointing, or preparation for prayer with God.
In the New Testament, fasting is not commanded as a binding duty. Jesus commented
about fasting accordingly. “Jesus answered, ‘How can the guests of the bridegroom mourn while
he is with them? The time will come when the bridegroom will be taken from them; then they
will fast’” (Matthew 9:15). And messiah Jesus warns against publicizing this:
“When you fast, do not look somber as the hypocrites do, for they disfigure their faces to show
men they are fasting. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full. But when you
fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, so that it will not be obvious to men that you are
fasting, but only to your Father, who is unseen; and your Father, who sees what is done in secret,
will reward you” (Matthew 6:16-18)

Jesus accepts fasting as a tradition, but typically, he reprimands those who exhibit their
piety and rather instructs fasting to be inconspicuous.
This example is recorded: “While they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy
Spirit said, ‘Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.’ So
after they had fasted and prayed, they placed their hands on them and sent them off” (Acts 13:23).
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Why would Christians fast? Notice above it states “while they were worshiping the Lord
and fasting and after they had fasted and prayed.” Fasting can enhance prayer and vice versa.
Both can augment our desire to glorify Him, deepen our relationship, and especially at mealtimes
sharpen our awareness of our need for our Lord. It is strange and uncomfortable not to eat at
mealtimes, I learned.
For example, in the Bible Moses fasted for forty days; Esther ordered the Jews to fast for
three days. Joshua fasted for forty days; Paul fasted for three days and fourteen days; Peter for
three days and, of course, Jesus for forty days.
Partial fasting is to abstain from certain kinds of food or reduced amounts, and is
typically a vegetarian diet (see Daniel 1: 8-16). Then there are liquid fasts (pure fruit and
vegetable juices), water fasts, and even fasting from water (a dry fast). Fasting literature
recommends that however you intend to fast, build up gradually. For example, if you eat three
meals a day, skip breakfast except liquids until lunch or dinner. Alternatively, eat half of your
normal intake each meal. Juice fasts provide you with sugars and calories and are not as
challenging as a pure water fast. This Web site lists examples, www.fasting.ws
I practice liquid fasts when I am scheduled to anoint and pray at a jail or special church
services. Normally I do so Fridays at work in remembrance of the third, sixth, and ninth hours of
Good Friday in honor of our Beloved Jesus’ last day of hell on earth (but usually cave in around
noon or so). I read Scripture verses on fasting for fortification.
Lengths vary for fasting. Some fast from sunrise to sunset, or for twenty-four hour
periods. Others fast from Good Friday through Easter morning. A few souls had taken Jesus’
forty day fast in the wilderness literally, and fasted for forty days.
A last benefit of fasting is worth pondering. As we fast and feel hunger, we are reminded
of billions who hunger and countless adults and children who starve and die worldwide. Sinful
leaders hoard food, goods and property for themselves and their lackeys; they refuse
international aid while innocents shrivel away in famine and die in refugee camps. Christ fed
thousands; we can feed millions. Teresa of Avila’s “Christ Has No Body” is our commission. I
entreat you to begin weekly fasting.
We can also fast from other activities. Those without an alcohol use disorder sometimes
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fast from alcohol during Lent or other abstinences. While channel surfing, I happened on a
Christian station as the preacher recommended viewers fast from television for ten days. I did
and realized how much time was wasted becoming irritated at the news, enthralled at nature
shows, and morbidly fascinated at forensic shows. Since then, I normally shut it off by 8:00
weekdays and (irregularly) limit viewing on weekends. It is a discipline and relief leaving it off. I
practice evenings reading Christian literature, praying and meditating.

VIGILS

Throughout Christianity, those who sought detachment from the world lived in
communities, while some became hermits. All isolated themselves from cities, people, and
worldly concerns of politics, economics, and so forth. We are invited by our Christian tradition
to practice solitude, silence, poverty (simplicity), fasting, prayer, and vigils as a means of
honoring our Lord. In our self-pampering and indulgent culture, self-denial seems to be an
abomination. We live busy lives, to be sure and time seems like a blur. Our test is to make time
and even schedule occasions to practice these disciplines.
“Vigil” (from the Latin vigilia, “wakefulness”) has a number of meanings. A vigil was a
time of vigilance, wakefulness, and originally a watch observed on the night before major
liturgical feasts, where prayer, singing, chanting, responsive readings, and other worship rites
transpired. The practice is eons old. Originally, ceremonies progressed throughout the entire
night, but later, worship began Saturday mornings. For example, The Orthodox Church has an
all-night vigil service and The Roman Catholic calendar has a vigil from Holy Thursday evening
to Easter Sunday evening. In monasteries and convents, the Vigil is based on the monastic office
of vigils, or matins, when the monks would arise in the middle of the night to pray. Vigils as
such are rare in Protestant denominations. In a Methodist Church I attended, participants
scheduled one-hour spans for a 24 hour prayer vigil. I chose 3:00 AM and in a room lit from a
lighted candle, read Scripture and prayed. I imagined countless of monks and nuns doing
likewise across the planet.
Sometimes on news channels we see people having candlelight vigils for someone
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murdered, or as a form of peaceful protest, or have bedside vigils for ill or dying loved ones.
Most commonly, a vigil is a period of wakefulness and watchfulness, usually devotional in
character.
Perhaps, Jesus’ parable of the ten virgins inspired vigil worship:

“At that time the kingdom of heaven will be like ten virgins who took their lamps and went out
to meet the bridegroom. At midnight the cry rang out: ‘Here's the bridegroom! Come out to meet
him!’ But while [the five foolish ones] were on their way to buy the oil, the bridegroom arrived.
Later the others also came. ‘Sir! Sir!’ they said. ‘Open the door for us!’ But he replied, ‘I tell
you the truth, I don't know you.’ Therefore, keep watch, because you do not know the day or the
hour” (Matthew 25:1-13).

The intent was to be prepared for Messiah Jesus’ unexpected coming. Waiting in the
dark, lit by candlelight, and worshiping is a sacred time.
Incidentally, I like to have a candle burning as I read through my prayer lists and
Scripture devotions as part of my walk-up ritual at the breakfast table.

SOLITITUDE AND SILENCE

Even if you are hyperactive and hyper-manic managing work and family—especially
with children—there is value in making solitary time for yourself and our Beloved. The
challenge is to make time among the endless duties and chores like vehicle and yard
maintenance, appointments, school and sport activities, bedtime stories and prayers, and then
exhaustion. For some, weekends are even busier. And all is magnified if you are a single parent.
When, and even where, do you initiate and maintain solitary time? One divorced mom, when her
kids were occupied, went to her bedroom for “Mom’s time” and read Scripture and prayed. Like
moms universally, her ears were in constant vigil for fussing and arguing, but she did the best
she could. God blessed her intention.
Pause for a moment: what sounds do you hear? Our era is filled with clamor: screeching
sirens, blasting music, roaring traffic, blaring cell phones, conversational chatter, banging
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keyboards, booming video and computer games, barking dogs, and other invasive cacophony
battering our eardrums.
Hesychia is Greek for “stillness,” and is a contemplative movement in Orthodoxy. It is a
state of inner stillness and loving silence. It is peace of the heart, the undisturbed state of the
soul. It is a result of Paul’s command, “Pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for
this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus” (1 Thessalonians 5:17). It is liberation from ideas,
images, regrets, and worries. Practice of The Jesus Prayer, “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on
me,” is one way to strive for stillness. We can experience degrees of tranquility by practicing the
devotions and disciplines described previously in prayer, meditation, contemplation, and
transfiguration along with balancing Bible study, worship, and mission-charity activities. The
discipline is making the time and place to be alone with Him and enjoy God Most High’s
presence in our “inner closet.”
When I close my eyes to sleep, amide the drone of my C-PAP, I begin to pray the Lord’s
Prayer or the Jesus Prayer—and rarely am awake to finish either.

HEALING

Jesus’ power as a healer was mentioned earlier. Given healing was a basic spiritual gift
and practice for His apostles, disciples, and followers as detailed in Paul’s life and letters, we
will examine why healing is both relevant and a fundamental facet of Christ’s Church. 4
The following indicates both Jesus’ attitude about healing and one of several examples of
Him touching or laying on of hands to those afflicted. ”A man with leprosy came and knelt
before him and said, ‘Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean.’ Jesus reached out his
hand and touched the man. ‘I am willing,’ he said. ‘Be clean!’ Immediately he was cured of his
leprosy!” (Matthew 8:2).
What a wondrous affirmation: “I am willing!”’ His curing and healings were, in John’s
terms, signs that Yeshua was undeniably the Messiah the Jews had been waiting for throughout
many centuries. How does healing differ from curing?
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“Now on his way to Jerusalem, Jesus traveled along the border between Samaria and Galilee. As
he was going into a village, ten men who had skin diseases met him. They stood at a distance and
called out in a loud voice, ‘Jesus, Master, have pity on us!’ When he saw them, he said, “’o,
show yourselves to the priests.’ And as they went, they were cleansed. One of them, when he
saw he was healed, came back, praising God in a loud voice. He threw himself at Jesus' feet and
thanked him—and he was a Samaritan. Jesus asked, ‘Were not all ten cleansed? Where are the
other nine? Was no one found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?’ Then he
said to him, ‘Rise and go; your faith has made you well’” (Luke 17:11-17).

The ten men had various unsightly skin diseases (not necessarily leprosy). They probably
had some sores on their faces too. Due to Jewish purity laws, they were isolated from their
Jewish communities because it states in this passage, “they stood some way off.” They were
forbidden from going to their synagogue, and even worse, to their families. Outcasts. Aliens.
Untouchables. They did not want to approach Jesus with their sores and ulcerations to make Him
unclean. Jesus, with the power of God’s Holy Spirit, does not even pronounce that they are
cured. He simply says, “Go and show yourselves to the priests.” Jesus knew that they would be
cured.
The ten afflicted Jews listened to Him. They believed Him. They trusted. And they
obeyed. So while on their way “all ten were made clean.”
Jesus stressed that “one of them, when he saw he was cured, came back, praising God in
a loud voice. He threw himself at Jesus' feet and thanked him—and he was a Samaritan.” This
Samaritan knew Jesus was a Jew different from him—but that did not stop him from returning
and bowing before Jesus in gratitude. Jesus is well aware, and says, “Were not all ten cleansed?
Where are the other nine? Was no one found to return and give praise to God except this
foreigner” Then he said to him, “Rise and go; your faith has made you well.” This tormented
soul was not only cured, “cleansed” medically and physical, but was healed, made well and
whole spiritually and psychologically. One can be cured and not healed and vice versa.
Christian expansion from Christ’s resurrection through the first three centuries was due to
Jews and pagans witnessing the early Christian’s healing, exorcisms, and agape. Both Peter and
Paul healed those lame, bedridden, sick, and raised the dead. These signs and wonders
demonstrated God’s authority, and vindicated Jesus’ resurrection. They observed the battle of
Kingdom of God against the kingdom of the evil one.
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People are cured of all varieties of illnesses and diseases—some due to the body’s natural
drive to health and some with the aid of medications. But are they healed? Do you and I, while ill
and when back to normal health, “return and give praise to God?” Probably we do. And we
should. We may not ever be cured of some illness or disease, but we can be healed inside. This is
most relevant to you who live with an incurable sexually transmitted disease such as Herpes or
HIV, or have Hepatitis “C” (in some cases due to your addiction). I have been blessed to
encounter such souls, and all struggle with feeling “unclean.” God may not cure you, but He
promises that “your faith has made you well.” This is the point of the Samaritan’s return to Jesus
and the universal application of these verses: curing and healing can be inclusive—or exclusive.

ANOINTING

The practice of anointing with perfumed oil was a common practice among the Hebrews
and Christians, to consecrate clergy, for hospitality, for the deceased, and medicinally. Some
healers anoint and some don’t but most lay-on-hands.
Jesus as Messiah is The Anointed One because He was anointed with the Holy Spirit at
His baptism (John 1:41; Acts 9:22; 17:2; 18:5, 28). Saint John spoke both then and now: “but
you have an anointing from the Holy One” (1 Jn. 2:20; 17). Also, “He anointed us, set his seal of
ownership on us, and put his spirit in our hearts as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come” (2
Corinthians 1:22).
Lastly, anointing is involved in the healing process. Scripture prove that anointing with
oil should be part of the ministry to the sick. ”Is any one of you sick? He should call the elders of
the church to pray over him and anoint him with oil in the name of the Lord” (James 5:14). And,
Jesus’ disciples “anointed many sick people with oil and healed them” (Mark 6:13).
Therefore, we can conclude that throughout the Bible, Scripture sanctioned anointing,
laying-on-of-hands, and healings.
There are a number of occasions that clergy applies anointing: consecrating people,
places, or objects to God; when we seek protection; when preparing to serve God in a special
manner; after confessing and repenting from sin; after cleansing ourselves; prior to going into
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battle (whether physical and spiritual); and when someone is injured, sick, hurting, or dying.
The oil is consecrated and blessed by the authorized clergy person, and it becomes a holy
medium for God’s purposes. It is not a magical fluid! Christ does the healing, not it or us.
Exodus 30:22-25 describes spices to mix in the consecrated oil, and in fact that sweet
scent is available commercially on the Net or at some Christian bookstores. I use it when
anointing and the spicy odor lingers for hours, reminding the anointed soul of that sacred
moment.
I am a member of a healing ministry.5 Quarterly I join a priest and anointers to visit the
city jail. Usually there are fifty to seventy inmates participating in this Sunday afternoon service;
we alternate anointing men and women inmates for obvious reasons.
They receive the Lord’s Supper (or not, as they choose), and line up to be anointed. It is
hard to convey to you this sublime and ecstatic experience as I anoint and pray for the souls
participating in this sacred ritual. Many whisper their needs, petitions and intercessions for their
loved ones. Then I anoint with this sign of the cross on their foreheads, cite a prayer I have been
taught, and at the end remind each soul that he and she is made in the image of God, and to seek
Him today and forevermore.
We anoint similarly at Prodigals Community, an eighteen-month residential program for
destitute addicted men and women. I have never felt such humility and gratitude enacting this
ancient Christian rite.

CATEGORIES OF HEALING

Before turning way from this ministry, I wish to share with you distinctions in healing.
For the past few decades, one of the many positive trends in Christianity is the revival of healing
as a mainstream phenomenon. In Roman Catholicism, Orthodox, and Episcopal Churches there
are services specific to healing. Within Protestantism, Pentecostalism, and Evangelism churches
healing may be practiced—either with or without consecrated healing oil.
Healing is a holistic process involving mental, emotional, volitional, physical, spiritual,
behavioral, and relational dimensions of our lives. Most healing practitioners agree it is rare that

194

the only issue requiring healing is someone’s physical-medical complaint.
The proposed dimensions of healing—Deliverance, Disease, Generations, Memories, and
Soul—are also interconnected and interdependent. A problem in any one dimension invariably
affects the fitness of others as well. These examples follow for your information.
Much has been written about Healing of Deliverance:6 When someone’s past or present
involvement with occult forces disrupts the one’s life; or, if anyone with occult connections
invokes supernatural hexes, pacts, spells, contracts, covenants, or curses that disrupt life under
Christ. Or simply demonic attachment unrelated to occult involvement. Often these unclean
forces infiltrate when the one experiences severe trauma. But however they appear, other healing
efforts will not succeed unless these demonic energies are either ruled out as factors, or
permanently exorcised. Professional discernment is required from an experienced practitioner,
since attributing demonic influence when it is not the case can easily cause additional trauma.
God knows, suffering souls do not need to be “demonized” by misguided clergy or laypeople!
Healing of Generations involves identification and removal of living family and relatives’
sins. This view professes that one’s ancient ancestral sins, traumas, violence, occult participation,
impacted grief, and the like pass through one’s generational lineage to the individual seeking
healing. Forgiveness is an important remedy of this problem.
Healing of Memories pertains to past sins committed, received, or both—sometimes
called inner healing. The task is to identify and heal through our Lord’s power and love. Much of
this healing converges upon painful, traumatic memories, or “memory ghosts.” We spend much
of our lives replaying archaic, distressing memories—like old movies superimposed on our
present perceptual and mental screens. Often healers invite Christ to enter the supplicant’s
memory while being described, and He heals the dreadful memory.
Healing of Soul is considered to entail present-day functioning. Problems of negative
attitudes, maligned values, faulty perceptions, distorted beliefs, resentments, and persistent
divisions and distortions of self, others, the world, and God can impair one’s ability to live a
fulfilling and loving life. Usually healing of memories is required too, as negative past
experiences corrupt present functioning. Repentance and forgiveness are essential for healing of
one’s self. Unbelief may be at the root of all of these. Inner healing can integrate Healing of
memories and soul. Some of you have wounded hearts and are brokenhearted and needs Christ’s
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healing touch. Romans 2:12 is so applicable: “. . . be transformed by the renewing of your
minds.” This happens every time I read the Bible; an inmate declared “it purifies your mind.”
Healing of Disease, sometimes called outer healing, focuses upon the body—symptoms
of disease, illness (which can be defined as the experience of disease), injury, pain, and so forth.
Here again, it is uncommon that a physical complaint is the only problem. However, the Power
of our Beloved can heal and cure a medical ailment and sometimes heal other areas also. But,
there are times when physical cure or improvement cannot occur until the other hurting
dimensions are healed.

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS ON HEALING

Some illness may be caused by sin; some illnesses are not at all. There are some 750 Old
Testament references to disease or pestilence being the result of, or threatened result of sin. Only
God knows and only He can judge why it occurred. Conspicuously, Jesus did not focus on sin as
a cause of disease, nor should we.
Healing is a magnificent ministry. Jesus’ healing events occupy nearly 40 percent of
Gospel narratives. While God does the healing, we have been given the gift of reason, which can
be profitably applied in determining what areas require therapeutic attention
For instance, someone with chronic neck pain, who is sexist and secretly racist, dabbed in
occult practices years ago, and carries bitter resentment against an abusive grandfather (whose
great-grandfather violated female slaves) will probably need more healing than a brief altar
ceremony for symptomatic neck pain. The same would apply for you who survived continuous
abuse and trauma.
An essential point: healing is not contingent upon your faith. “Faith-healing” is a
misnomer; someone praying and administering anointing and healing must have faith that the
person will be healed, but your emotional state does not determine if God cures or not. On the
other hand, if someone believes illness is due to sin when it is not the case, this error can cause
devastating consequences as chapter three, the Power of Belief, demonstrated. A sound question
to ask is: Do you want healing besides the possibility of a cure? This is a basic question to mull
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over.
This is an essential fact: most healings are gradual. Rarely does someone have a rapid
physical improvement or cure at one sitting like Christ accomplished. In other cases, healings
may prevent further deterioration, or slow its progression. Some healings may give someone the
ability to endure and persevere. Lastly, anointing and laying-on-of hands may help someone
prepare to die, meet God, pass in peace. Morbid as this sounds, all cures will in the end fail.
Everyone Jesus cured or exorcised died. Yet, all who were willing, had their hearts and spirits
eternally healed.
Here is yet another application of “praying without ceasing.” A type of healing prayer
called “Soaking Prayer” may last for hours and involves healing teams—a vigil. At times a
single prayer or an event is not enough; multiple sessions over time are necessary. Typically,
people may not completely be healed by prayer, but often are improved. Thus, prayer for healing
is usually a process. It requires time. Perhaps we do not pray long enough for patients suffering
from chronic sickness. In the prayer group I joyfully attend Wednesday evenings, we have
prayed months (and occasionally years) before some souls improve. Others stabilize, which for
them is a blessing.
In large healing services, there may be public witness in Christ’s Body. Recall that
crowds milled around Jesus, rejoicing and praising God. Dramatic results—sooner or later—
occur for God’s people in a worship community, engaged in intense prayer with teams of
sanctified men and women (and why not youth!) ministering.
Frances MacNutt, 7 known worldwide for his preaching and healing ministry, who
authored numerous books, calls healing “God’s radiation treatment.”
Nevertheless, some show no change or improvement after a healing service or anointing
encounter, or even after extended intercessory prayer. This is the mystery of God’s will: some
are not healed because it is not God’s will for them. As many authors have written, sickness,
suffering, and evil are enigmas. Even any “logical” explanations pit faith against stupidity, to
explain why God did not act to cure a dying baby or a child who suffers from a disease or birth
defect. Talk about a test of faith!
It must be mentioned that demonic powers can cure an illness (that they probably cause!)
but cannot heal (see Deuteronomy 13:1-3; Acts 8:9-15; Revelation 13:13; 16:14; 19:20). Occult
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practitioners may have power to cure or improve medical problems, and do some “supernaturalists” or “spiritualists.” (Again, through demonic powers, may simply undo the damage the
same powers of darkness caused!) What is more, some other religion practitioners also possess
the power of healing and curing. The question must be asked: Who or what is the source of their
healing authority? A question one can ask should you have confirmation a voice or spirit is
operating, is “Did Jesus come in the flesh?” Demons will never confess “Yes.”8
Since we have the gift of the Holy Spirit, there is more or less a power or a gift of healing
in us. The world lusts with the love of power; for us it is the power of love. There is no greater
Power given to us mortals than His healing and forgiving love. “But you are a chosen race, a
royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises who
call you out of darkness into his wonderful light” (1 Peter 2:9).
The times I have received or administered anointing and prayer have transfigured me. It
is probably the purest and selfless experience I practice. Frances MacNutt, John Wimber9, and
Smith Wigglesworth have encouraged and taught me. There are many spiritually wounded and
hurting Christians needing healing, beyond typical Christian practices previously described.
I invite you to seek out such a healing experience through a church or Christian healing
practitioner. God sanctifies me every time I anoint or receive anointing and prayer. You will
receive no less.

BAPTISM

Baptism deserves comment, since it is a basic Christian practice and an indispensable
commitment in our Christian journey. Ancient Hebrews baptized (immersed) Gentile converts to
Judaism when they were circumcised. The baptism of John and the Disciples of Christ launched
this practice, which became a Christian rite and sacrament. There are theological thickets about
baptism we will not enter—such as whether one should receive it by dipping, pouring, or
sprinkling, and whether infant baptism should or should not be administrated. Scriptural
evidence follows.
John the Baptizer proclaimed, “I baptize you with water for repentance. But after me will
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come one who is more powerful than I, whose sandals I am not fit to carry. He will baptize you
with the Holy Spirit and with fire” (Mark 3:11). Notice that repentance was essential. Jesus
stated these instructions.

“Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved” (Mark 16:15).
“Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 28:19).
“I tell you the truth; no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and
the Spirit” (John 3:5).
Both then and now, churches require a period of preparation when, under the guidance of
clergy, or a baptized mentor plus class instruction, a candidate for baptism prays, renounces
Satan and his minion, repents, and accepts Messiah Jesus. (For those churches that practice
infant baptism, later they would commit to a similar process called Confirmation and receive the
same preparation and instruction).
Baptism (or anointing) of the Holy Spirit is believed to occur simultaneously during a
water Baptism—although it is equally true that we can receive the Holy Spirit at our conversion
experience. Acts 10:44-48 describes a sequence of the Holy Spirit arriving and then Peter
ordering baptism “In the name of Jesus Christ,” so the order may vary. In any event, the occasion
that fulfilled Jesus’ promise of the Holy Spirit’s anointing is described in Acts 1:

“When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. Suddenly a sound like the
blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were sitting.
They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them. All
of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled
them.”

These miraculous manifestations are obviously the chief historical fulfillment of the
prediction of the baptism of the Holy Spirit. Some believers have witnessed and felt such
supernatural filling as when Joel was quoted in Acts 2:17: “I will pour out my Spirit in those
days.” I imagine this would be indescribable. Acts 19:1-6 describes Paul conversing with
Christian disciples who were baptized (immersed) by John for repentance. Then in verse 6, “Paul
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laid his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came on them, and they spoke in tongues and
prophesied.”
However, for those of us who have not felt such singular jubilant power, faith tells us that
we may not feel the Holy Spirit entering and filling our souls, nor begin speaking in tongues and
prophesize. God’s will shall be completed in either case. I abide by this truth: Follow by faith,
not by feelings. I am patient and hopeful for his power to be revealed through me.
What we absolutely know is that Jesus, a sinless human being, committed to being
baptized by His cousin John in the Jordan River. If you have never experienced an immersion
baptism, I beseech you to do so. Most, if not all churches, practice water baptism as a one-in-alifetime experience. However, many permit a baptismal recommitment of vows. I was baptized
as an infant. I saw television shows and movies where John baptized Jesus, and witnessed a few
immersion Baptisms. Even though I completed the process of Confirmation, I felt a sense of
incompleteness.
In a church bulletin a few summers ago, I noticed that a Methodist Church located by the
Yadkin River was schedule to perform baptisms. My pastor approved me to join them as a ritual
of reaffirming my baptismal vows. Some thirty to forty people, from pre-teens to a few senior
citizens lined up in the water and waited for two pastors to administrate baptism. I was dunked
and arose drenched. I urge you to squeeze your nose tightly! I didn’t heed that warning. As I left
the water and climbed up the bank, while my head throbbed due to water still draining from my
sinus cavity, I by sheer will rejoiced having experienced an ancient Christian tradition. Perhaps if
you were baptized as an infant, you may be inspired to complete what our Lord and Savior did as
well. I bet you will vividly remember such a renewal the rest of your life.
A final thought should be mentioned. There are two “schools of thought” on this
experience. One proclaims that confession, repentance, conversion, regeneration and baptism or
anointing of the Holy Spirit occurs simultaneously at a one-time event. Others declare sometimes
while confession, repentance, conversion, regeneration is immediate, baptism or anointing of the
Holy Spirit can occur later. The latter experience appears to be factual. In The Holy Spirit and
Power10 John Wesley surely received salvation and preached (rather unsuccessfully) for a few
years until he listened one evening to a reading of Luther’s preface to the Epistle to the Romans
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and “I felt my heart strangely warmed.” This is similar to Martin Luther’s two-event experience
later experienced by John Wesley and Smith Wigglesworth.

JOURNALING

For years I have kept a daily journal, reflecting upon Scripture verses, and commenting
upon events in my life. It acts as a written mirror about me, others, and our Beloved God. I have
followed the Methodist lectionary, which has four weekly readings: OT Scripture, Psalm,
Epistle, and Gospel. It has these benefits: discerning His will and my life direction, coping with
trials, realizing how God is active in my life, and as a means of my healing and spiritual growth.
I use blue ink to write Scripture in my journal and a calligraphy pen for the same on a note card,
to be with me during the day. For some time I am reading the Bible in one calendar year and I
realize that dedication far surpasses lectionary readings. For dedicated souls, I endorse you
reading a chapter of OT, Psalm, Epistle, and Gospel daily. John Wesley inaugurated “Methodist
Accountability Discipleship Groups (called Methodist Societies, Class meetings, Band Societies)
which served to structure rigorous self-examination in part by journaling.
In addition, there are abundant journaling guides in Christian bookstores for you to pick
and choose. It is valuable to reading through entries months old, and compare between then, and
now.

CHRISTIAN PRACTITIONERS

In Luke 8:21 Jesus replied, “My mother and brothers are those who hear God's word and
put it into practice” (Bolded for emphasis). We hear of a lawyer having a law practice or a
physician opening up a medical practice. Thus, he or she is engaged in the practice of law or
medicine and being a legal or medical practitioner. Any dictionary states that “to practice is to
perform certain acts frequently or customarily; to learn by practice; and to form a habit.”
Hence, we are “practicing” to become more Christ-like, and it is not too extreme to
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consider ourselves as having a Christian practice and being Christian practitioners. The sense is
that no one can ever be a professional and expert, however knowledgeable and well-versed one is
in theology, apologetics, hermeneutics and so forth. Spiritually speaking, we cannot attain God's
holiness and perfection in this life—and that is most fortunate. Pride, presumption and vainglory
would seep in, and inevitably we would flounder in a deluge of problems.

FINAL THOUGHTS ON FAITH AND FRUITS

The 16th century German Reformer, Martin Luther, said we Christians are the same time
righteous (just) and sinners. Simply articulated, while God pours out grace and sanctification in
our Christian journeys, despite our sincerest Christian practice, we end up doing what we should
not do and fail to do what we should (see Romans 7!). I am learning to accept this, to
acknowledge myself in my darkness and light, and maintain humble-esteem between those selfdefeating polarities of ego-deflation versus ego-inflation. This is one of our Christian
predicaments, is it not? The verses that summarize this paradox of simultaneously being just and
sinful are found in Ephesians 2:8-9, which I liked to be Paul’s “gospel in miniature”: “For it is by
grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—
not by works, so that no one can boast. For we are God's workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to
do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.”
When He made us in His image, he planted the seeds of faith within us at our creation.
He is the gardener in John’s Gospel. When our Lord graces us with faith to believe in Him at His
perfect time, these seeds root and sprout like the mustard seed. As we practice our Christian
walk, we will “bear fruit a hundredfold” (Luke 8:8), that others will desire. Faith is the root;
works are the fruit.
James chides those who assume simply belief is the point of Messiah's message, in 2-14,
19: “What good is it, my brothers, if a man claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith
save him? In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead. You
believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that—and shudder.”
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We are justified by His faith planted within us; we grow into His branches by heeding
what Jesus said and did, and by dwelling in Him and He in us, will bear much fruit (John 15:5).

THE FINAL RUNG

Obedience is the ultimate rung of this ladder of Christian recovery. To summarize, we
have traversed together these rungs: The Kingdom, Despair, Power in Weakness, The Church,
Prayer, Meditation, The Word of God, Confession, Forgiveness, Temptation, and lastly
Obedience. May I repeat: this suggested sequence is merely that; all of these rungs are practiced
in our Christian recovery. Without God’s magnificent attribute, grace11, we would constantly slip
and even fall—which we do and will do when we are disobedient (and obedient!) YHWH, El
Shaddai (God Almighty), the Ancient of Days, The Ancient One and The Eternal12 are with you
now and eternally. Moreover, “And by him we cry, ‘Abba, Father.’ The Spirit himself testifies
with our spirit that we are God’s children” (Romans 8:15). I can barely grasp God’s infinite
power and infinite love for me and you.
I have quoted from a tattered and torn paperback copy of Billy Graham’s daily reader
Until the Hills. This was my mom’s copy and when she died 10-17-97, I took it among her
belongings. Since then I have read nightly the assigned verses and commentary. This section is
most fitting to inspire you as this chapter and book concludes, and is a remarkable realization by
Billy Graham:

We shall never understand the extent of God’s love in Christ at the cross until we understand that
we shall never have to stands before the judgment of God for our sins. Christ took our sins. He
finished the work of redemption. I am not saved through any works or merit of my own. I have
preached to thousands [millions!] of people on every continent, but I shall not go to heaven
because I am a preacher. I am going to heaven entirely on the merit of the work of Christ. I shall
never stand at God’s judgment bar. That is all past. 13

If you fear death I request you seek the cause. Speak to fellow Christians, a clergy
person, the Bible and sincere prayer. We may have fears and dread about the dying process, but
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should have no fear of death. Copy the following on a note card and read it daily—and even
memorize it: “And this is the will of Him who sent Me, that everyone who sees the Son and
believes in Him may have everlasting life; and I will raise him up at the last day” (John 6:40).
Fanny Crosby (1820-1915) wrote the lyrics of a famous hymn, which opens with these
well-known verses, “Blessed assurance, Jesus is mine! Oh, what a foretaste of glory divine!” Do
you have blessed assurance?
I gladly share this final prayer14 for you. It summarizes all of this better than I and always
inspires me—a prayer that in the book of his I just cited, he endorsed. However, this is the full
version.

THE SERENITY PRAYER
God, grant me the serenity
to accept the things I cannot change,
courage to change the things I can,
and the wisdom to know the difference.
Living one day at a time,
enjoying one moment at a time,
accepting hardship as the pathway to peace;
taking, as He did, this sinful world as it is,
not as I would have it;
trusting that He will make all things right
if I surrender to His will;
that I may be reasonably happy in this life,
and supremely happy with Him forever in the next.
_________

1

Teresa of Avila (1515–1582) was born in Spain and entered a Carmelite convent when she was
eighteen. She gained recognition as a mystic, reformer, and writer. She experienced beatific
visions, and later founded a convent. She wrote The Way of Perfection, her autobiography and
The Interior Castle.
2

See Henry T. Blackaby and Claude V. King, “Joining God Requires Obedience.” Experiencing
God (Nashville: Broadman & Holeman Publishers, 1994), 156-165. The authors outline and
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describe “seven realities of experiencing God” in this book and in their workbook. I am indebted
to them.
3

See Kent Berghuis, Christian Fasting: A Theological Approach (Garland, TX: Biblical Studies
Press), 2007. This is a Christ-centered study of fasting that carefully moves through all the
relevant passages in both Old and New Testaments and surveys fasting in various periods of
church history.
4, 8

See Smith Wigglesworth on Healing (New Kensington, PA: Whitaker House, 1999). Born in
1859, illiterate growing up, was married at twenty-three and his wife taught him to read and
write. At forty-eight he was baptized by the Holy Spirit and his multiple books (compiled by
others) reveal a man who had the healing powers of the first apostles. He preached and healed in
a world-wide mission until his death at eighty-eight in 1947. I boldly predict if you read this
book and Smith Wigglesworth on the Power of Scripture (compiled by Roberts Liardon) you will
never be the same.
5

See the International Order of St. Luke the Physician’s Web site, http://www.orderofstluke.org
OSL is an ecumenical organization dedicated to the Christian healing ministry. Members meet
together in local chapters to study Scripture, especially the biblical stories of the healing
miracles, as well as other books on Christian healing. Members also engage in healing prayer,
often with the laying-on of hands. They believe that the revival of Christian healing in the church
today may be a means of the greatest advance of Christianity in this century, and that God's
healing power operates within the Church, which is the Body of Christ on earth through its
membership.
6

See Frances MacNutt, Deliverance From Evil Spirits – A Practical Manuel (Grand Rapids:
Chosen Books, 1995). Father MacNutt has been in the healing ministry over forty years and this
is an excellent description of his experiences battling evil forces throughout his ministry. He
presents both Scriptural and experiential evidence that demonic spirits exist to undermine and
obliterate our Christian lives. “The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the devil’s
work” (1 John 3:8). Do not let your scientific worldview deny or make light of biblical facts
affirming the evil one and his wicked legions, whose sole purpose is to tempt us into spiritual
adultery and idolatry. The author states that unclean or even demonic spirits can tempt, harass or
even indwell in our souls due to trauma, curses, committed sin, ancestral or occult-Satan
involvement. (He has a “Deliverance Questionnaire” on page 161-162). We should neither
ignore nor obsess about these malicious spirits. Some of you may require deliverance healing;
the author emphasizes that even practicing Christians (page seventy-two) are not immune: all are
tempted; many are harassed; some are infested from within and rarely, a minority are possessed.
Any present or past dabbing in occult activities is risky and contamination is probable. A
Catholic perspective is An Exorcist Tells His Story by Father Gabriele Amorth (Ignaticus Press).
Also, I recommend John and Mark Sandford’s A Comprehensive Guide to Deliverance and Inner
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Healing (Grand Rapids: Chosen Books, 2007). It is out of print but I found a pristine copy over
the Internet. (If you are not bothered by the evil one, perhaps you are no threat to him)!
7

See Frances MacNutt, Healing (Notre Dame: Ave Maria Press), 1966.

9

See John Wimber with Kevin Springer, Power Healing (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco,
1991). Mr. Wimber’s approach is charismatic and Protestant, and written with genuine humility
and passion. He has a chapter on diagnostic questioning and discernment.
10

See John Wesley, The Holy Spirit and Power (Alachua, FA: Bridge-Logos, 2003). A dedicated
pastor and evangelist, for years he proclaimed the gospel with little success, until a combination
of his experience with German Christians and his documented “my heart was strangely warmed”
at a prayer meeting on Aldersgate Street, he became one of the greatest preachers and
missionaries the world had ever known.
11

See Philip D. Yancey, What’s So Amazing About Grace (Grand Rapids, Michigan:
Zonderland, 1997). A major theme of this splendid book is that is we can do to nothing to make
God love us more or less. When we realize His love for us is absolute, we are graced.
12

See Henry T. Blackaby and Claude V. King, Experiencing God. In their Appendix, they list
pages with God’s names, titles, and descriptions.
13

Billy Graham, Unto the Hills (Waco TX: Word Books, Billy Graham Evangelistic Association
1986), 233.
14

Reinhold Niebuhr, who died in 1971, was a prominent Protestant theologian and said that he
was certain he had written The Serenity Prayer, but others questioned this even during his
lifetime. His wife dated its composition to the early 1940s. The exact origins of the Serenity
Prayer have been debated; some speculate it is a form of the “General’s Prayer” written centuries
ago.
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CHAPTER TWELVE - ADDENDUM ON THE ADDICTED BRAIN

We are made in the image of God (Genesis 1:27) and have Adam’s and Eve’s brains. The
fact remains we have human brains—as did Jesus. Our Lord’s brain worked precisely like ours.
He had thoughts, feelings, will, desires, and memories. He experienced pleasure and pain, hunger
and thirst, and given His human body, sexual impulses. We can deduce from Matthew 26:29, “I
tell you, I will not drink of this fruit of the vine from now on until that day when I drink it anew
with you in my Father’s kingdom,” Jesus drank juice from crushed grapes. If we assume it was
fermented, no doubt He felt that warm sensation that a modest amount of alcohol produced. He
had a pleasure and reward center in His brain, as we do. The brain’s function in addiction should
be understood, and this is offered solely as an addendum for your understanding why addiction is
designated a brain disease. (Addiction clinicians are expert and can elucidate the brain and
addiction).
In recalling addiction has physical, psychological, social, and spiritual causes and
consequences, we shall focus on the physical at this point. This chapter uses some technical
neurological terms. We shall devote time and explain the essential role of the human brain in
addiction.
Even when we reflect upon the signs and symptoms of addiction, the drug-personenvironment triangle and the addiction cycle-spiral described in chapter one, none would arise if
the substance did not produce the intensive rush in the consumer’s brain. A number of alcoholics
in treatment centers use other legal and illegal substances—and never became addicted to them.
Some cocaine addicts drink modest amounts of beer and never develop drinking problems. A
few smokers are “chippers” who smoke a few cigarettes a day, do not increase their limits and if
they stop, do not have withdrawal. There are mild and infrequent marijuana consumers. The
potential for addiction is in direct proportion to how intense (and rapid) the rush, high, or buzz
the substance causes. Moreover, smoking any drug (opium, methamphetamine, marijuana,
tobacco) enables the consumer to feel the drug in ten to tenty seconds, and therefore is
immediately pleasurable and reinforcing (injection is only a few seconds slower). In any case, as
mentioned previously, some treatment center clients call it the “wow” experience.
Bill Wilson, a chief architect of Alcoholic Anonymous, described his first intoxication as
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being a phenomenal experience coupled with an extraordinary feeling of belonging. Who would
not want a repeat performance? Who does not wish to feel good and belong?
I sometime ask clients, “Do you drink drain cleaners? Snort ground chili peppers? Smoke
moth balls or crabgrass? Swallow heartworm pills?” It is amusing to watch their appalled
expressions until I explain the obvious: we usually avoid pain and disgust. Addiction is all about
sensation.
Nora Volkow, director of the National Institute of Drug Abuse (NIDA) once gave a
lecture titled “Addiction: The Neurobiology of Free Will Gone Awry,” which gives us a clue
why human will is not the solution. We will answer that enigma as this chapter evolves.
We will examine the most basic tiers of the human brain, and then how the brain's reward
pathways key compulsive substance seeking and consumption. Broadly, for our purposes, the
brain has three main organs: the brain stem, limbic system, and neocortex.1
The brain stem, sometimes called the reptilian-regulatory brain, regulates such
involuntary and semi-voluntary functions as breathing, heart rate, sleeping, sneezing,
swallowing, digestion, blood pressure, temperature, startle reflex, dominance display, and visual
tracking. When someone overdoses, the brain stem stops functioning, and death quickly occurs.
“Brain dead” patients survive in comas and only the brain stem operates. In addition, the brain
stem region becomes physically dependent on such drugs as nicotine, alcohol, opioids, and
sedatives; abrupt cessation produces physical withdrawal. The formula is unvarying: physical
dependence = physical withdrawal.
The mammalian-limbic brain enables mammals to have emotional attachment and
regulation, “limbic resonance,”2 rear and defend their young, apply complicated vocal
communication, and play. We are mammalian social animals, which enabled us to survive and
multiply. This is a critical purpose of the limbic system for mammals and especially humans:
emotional attachment.
The human neocortex brain is the seat of reason, abstraction, symbolization, imagination,
planning and mental organization. It enables us to process sensory information, solve problems,
and make decisions. It is our “thinking brain.”
In summary, the reptilian brain helps our biological organisms to regulate and survive;
the mammalian brain helps us to attach, raise our young, and enables us to recognize and react to
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facial emotional expressions; the human brain helps us to think, reason, judge, manage emotions,
and label feelings. Which part of the brain drives us as humans? Survival and comfort? Emotion
and attachment? Reason and judgment? Depends on the situation: all three are needed for
optimal human adaptation. For example, someone lost in a desert and without water will not
engage their thinking brains to plan a vacation; thirst will compel thinking abilities into a
survival mode. It would be most difficult for someone to prepare for a job interview when
tormented by a limbic center’s craving to drink, smoke or swallow a pain pill. See below3:

The neo-cortex and especially the frontal lobe is the thinking part; the limbic system is
the feeling and attachment part; and the reptilian-brain stem regulates and seeks physiological
rewards.
How this works is what we will investigate now.
Into the brain! Some call it the three-pound universe. It is extraordinary in its complexity
of interrelated and communicating elements and organs, and intricate in its composition and
function.
What we will examine is the most basic known description of how and why addiction is
called a brain disease.
A nerve cell is composed of a terminal, axon, cell body, and dendrite.
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There are billions to trillions of nerve cells in our brains, and like power lines and
wireless devices, they have to communicate with each other. They transmit information or else
they would black out and be like dead batteries.
Neurotransmitters (NTs) are the electrical-chemical messengers between neurons that
enable the brain to communicate within its interconnected network. Microscopically,
neurotransmitters “fire” from nerve cell to nerve cell somewhat analogous to how a spark plug
ignites. To stretch a metaphor, think of your city as a colossal electrical brain with billions of
electrical wires firing from numerous power plans and transformers within its limits. The
obvious difference is that the city’s electrical system is dry and the brain’s electrical-chemical
system is wet. The infinitesimal spaces, synapses, are liquid gaps between nerve cells. At both
ends of nerve cells, one sends NTs, called terminals to the other end, called neuroreceptor sites.
The receptor sites absorb them in chemical receptor sites or “ports.” Imagine how a spark plug
works, to use that analogy. NTs “spark” in the synaptic gap. What is more, they can excite or
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inhibit transmission. This NIDA slide4 magnifies the neurotransmitter dopamine “firing” through
the synaptic gap:

In any city, while electrical power is either on or off, the brain’s NT currents are always
“on.” Therefore, so the brain will not overload and blackout, a system of regulation must exist.
NTs either excite or inhibit transmission. The two major ones are Glutamate, which causes
nerve cell excitation and GABA (gamma-aminobutyric acid), provides the opposite action of
inhibition.
Glutamate acts like a green light; it excites neurons to send signals (turns them on).
During alcohol intoxication, it is decreased which in part accounts for slurred speech, impaired
control over walking and sometimes unconsciousness. During alcoholic withdrawal, glutamate
greatly increases (more excitation), which can cause alcoholic seizures.
GABA like a red light; it inhibits neurons from sending signals (turns them off). Alcohol
increases GABA functioning. Alcohol intoxication adds to the symptoms of sluggishness, etc.
Thus, both work simultaneously in the brain.
Our brains perform as organic thermostats, to maintain a state of internal balance and
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constancy called homeostasis. When we are too hot, the brain signals our bodies to sweat; when
too cold, we shiver. This applies on neurological levels as well. GABA’s main role is to keep
glutamate from overwhelming us by slamming on our neurological brakes. Extreme levels of
glutamate could cause a seizure; excessive GABA could cause a coma. (Large amounts of
cocaine and sedatives would do the same, respectively). Glutamate acts like a green light; GABA
like a red light. We are “wired” to maintain comfort.
There are some fifty NTs operating in our brains. The ones relevant to the addictive
disease process are serotonin (elevates mood and feelings of well-being); opioid peptides (our
natural anesthetics that produce a runner’s high); and norepinephrine causes arousal, but during
fear or rage it signals the brain to generate adrenalin. Addictive substances elevate these three in
different quantities in our brains. Serotonin saturates the brain and body after we conclude
eating, sex, and psychoactive drugs. Some researchers hypothesize that people with low
serotonin levels are more susceptible to addiction. Many depressed individuals need
antidepressants to enhance or replace serotonin and therefore “self-medicate” with various
substances. Serotonin promotes the feeling of satisfaction: a full belly, orgasm, or the peak of
drug tolerance.
Dopamine (DA) is a primary NT involved in addiction. Antonio Damasio is a renowned
professor of neurology, researcher, and author of several books, who remarks “For example, the
sort of behaviors experienced as rewarding and pleasurable appears to depend on the release of
dopamine from one particular area (the ventrotegmental area in the brain stem) and its
availability in yet another area (the nucleus accumbens in the basal forebrain.)”5 (DA) is an
arousing and stimulating NT, promoting attention and alertness. Dopamine focuses our attention,
and heightens awareness. The greater the need-stress, the more dopamine rises. The faster
dopamine releases, the more powerful the response. Dopamine makes processing of sensory
input quicker and sharper. Our brains fire dopamine NTs whenever we anticipate any pleasurable
and rewarding activity. At my addiction treatment facility, an example is “Friday Euphoria”
since DA pumps in our weekend-anticipating brains. DA is the “get ready, get set, and go” NT.
The closer we get to the desired activity, the more DA flows. In fact, we speak of the “dopamine
pump” to clients at our facility, which is primed when they are triggered to ingest their favorite
substance.
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Hence, when anyone consumes a psychoactive drug, it produces a surge of DA more
powerful than such natural stimuli as food, exercise, and sex in the synapse region. The “wow!”
sensation ignites and the drug opens the DA floodgates in that unfortunate person’s brain’s
reward circuitry. Due to the brain’s survival mantra “If it feels good, do it again and again,” one
never forgets the substance’s rush.
Continued consumption of nicotine, alcohol, opiates, and other substances usually causes
DA depletion in addicted people. The normal levels of dopamine in the addict’s brain are
diminished, so less of it is pumped. Also, due to neuroadaptation (the brain’s effort to adapt and
adjust to the relentless amounts of drug consumption and absorption), it may create more DA
receptor sites to absorb the flood of drug-caused DA.
This may also be genetic. Sadly, some people are born with DA depletion, which means
they do not have normal DA excitement when anticipating shrimp scampi, smelling that favorite
cologne or perfume, or walking on a mountain path overlooking a cliff in autumn. Life is boring.
That is, until their first drink, snort, or inhalation of psychoactive smoke or vapors. The first
brain quake launches the tsunami.
What happens microscopically? Consider the analogy of a marina, which has a number of
docking slots built for boats. The boats, like NTs, can leave their parking slots and dock at other
empty slots in this or other marinas. Suppose there is a national sailboat race at this marina on
Sunday afternoon. As racing and spectator boats glide into the marina, soon there are too many
boats for slots, and they would float around since boats filled all slots. (In reality, the correct NT
chemicals activate the receptor sites). Thus, if boats were red, white, and blue, only parking slots
having the corresponding color would accept those boats. This is what occurs during a druginduced DA rush: DA floats in the liquid synapses, which augments the rush like drifting boats.
The marina owner, wanting happy boat owners to visit for future boat races, prudently builds
more docks and slots in anticipation (Dare this be called marinadaptation?). The slots are vacant
until the next rush of a national sailboat race—and so on.
In some cases the brain adapts by producing less DA or reducing the number of ports
(receptors) that can receive DA. DA is decreased and recovering people have a monotonous
existence—and wonder why.
Consider “Alice,” an alcoholic in early recovery, who passes through the beer aisle and
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unconsciously gawks at her prized lager brand. From her visual cortex, NTs in a complicated
route swiftly bypass the frontal lobes (thought capacities), quickly stimulate the brain and
dopamine pumps rapidly. The flood of dopamine causes rapid obsession and even craving for
Alice’s lager beer.
“Alice” had better engage her awareness, realize she is staring at her brew, and focus on
the juice section in another aisle DA concentrations decrease. In the marina analogy, recall the
dopamine boats are floating around her synaptic ports and intensifying the anticipation to drink
lager.
The point of this neurotransmitter primer is to reinforce addiction as a brain disease.
Simply put, the addict’s brain is permanently changed and damaged from quantities of drugs he
and she has consumed and absorbed. The addicted brain never forgets “wow” for weeks, months,
years, and even decades after the last drinking and using episode. Such triggers as seeing an old
drinking associate, hearing a pop-top open from a soda, smelling smoke in a “non-smoking”
section in a restaurant, tasting refrigerated grape juice, or touching a lighter can all ignite a
torrent of DA and subsequent craving.
In my case, at this writing I have been abstinent from marijuana thirty-two years. I
watched a CNN program on the “Colorado Pot Boom” and how out-of state tourists go on guided
“pot tours.” Dopamine began pumping through my synaptic clefts and I felt myself feeling a
mood “a hit would feel good.” Thirty-two years clean! The addicted brain never forgets.
This becomes more complicated because this craving progression is semi- to totally an
unconscious process, out of frontal-lobe rational awareness. The unconscious yearning and
craving due to DA profusion bypass and hijack our awareness to the extent the addicted person
does not realize what is happening! It is no overstatement that alcoholics and other addicts have
neurological-emotional-physical cravings accompanied by a raise in blood pressure and heart
rate. This is no mere thought, “One would taste good” or a passing image of the drug of
compulsion. A good analogy is for you to remember a time when you were incredibly thirsty for
water and had none available. Your DA, blood pressure and heart rate would rise to further
motivate you to seek water. Such is the endless sequence of need and satisfaction.
Addiction is chasing that elusive perpetual high, coined “chasing the ghost.” Remember
Ecclesiastes 1:14: “I have seen everything that is done under the sun, and what vanity it all is,
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what chasing of the wind!” Every consumption episode is like a gulp of water to a scorched
soul—it is never enough. Jesus brilliantly describes this human dilemma and solution in the John
4:13 Jesus says, “Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again.”
I mention, once again, that there are some Christians obviously addicted by our criteria,
who claim our Lord delivered them from such cravings. God has, does, and will do so. However,
those of you who are not miraculously delivered must learn to cope with your DA and permanent
brain changes. You will face lifelong temptation that should decrease as abstinence and recovery
time grow longer. We recall that lifelong seems an eternity; it is all about today. This day you are
reading this. Jesus encourages us, “Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will
worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own” (Matthew 6:34).
As we bring this addendum chapter on the addicted brain to a close, we are reminded that
addiction is a chronic and permanent state. Many people in recovery, after time and lifestyle
improvement has occurred, forget the pain and hell. As I say to clients, the pickle fancies
someday it will return to a cucumber. The addiction cycle and spiral illustrated in chapter two,
Despair, is exhumed and returns to life in a fury. The addictive disease progression accelerates
and the backslider plummets into the abyss faster and deeper than before—unless he and she
solicit rapid help. One is never enough. A familiar maxim often posted in treatment centers is
“One is too many; a thousand is never enough.” The snowball starts the avalanche.
Recall that there are four interrelated factors in addiction: biological vulnerability,
psychological liability, relational difficulty, and spiritual darkness. The brain factor is from the
biological vulnerability quadrant, described in chapter one, “The Kingdom.” Some addicted
people in early recovery benefit from medications to ease cravings, manage anxiety and
depression, and regulate poor sleep patterns. Treatment centers have physicians and psychiatrists
on staff, who are expert in treating addiction and would prescribe non-addicting medications.
Some clinicians adhere to the catchphrase “Pills before skills” when medically necessary.
It behooves those loved ones trying to comprehend “Why they just don’t stop?” to be
understanding and compassionate to their addicted Christian loved ones. All of us know what it
is like to crave. Magnify it tenfold, and you can be more accepting and supportive of their
struggles to abstain. Addicted people in the Body of Christ need and deserve understanding,
empathy, and patience. In reality, addiction is a brain disease affecting mind, body and spirit.
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In conclusion, science had indeed taught us so much about the brain and addiction. There
are some medications that treat physical withdrawal, and reduce cravings to consume certain
substances. But no pills thus far can cure the addictive disease process. God and others can help
you to arrest addictive disease. He did so for me.
My deepest hope is that this book will inspire you to begin or remain in Christian
recovery. Turn to our Lord: “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give
you rest” (Matthew 11:28). Amen.

_________
1

See NIDA at www.drugabuse.gov/scienceofaddiction/ Drugs, Brains, and Behavior - The
Science of Addiction, public domain. At their homepage, click click “Teaching Packets” and they
have several slide shows for public viewing and copying.
2

See Thomas Lewis M.D. et al, A General Theory of Love (New York: Vintage Books, 2001).
This is a fascinating account of the how the limbic system in our brain enables us to attach and
resonate with each other.
3

“Simon Sinek Shows How to Create Meaningful Connections with Customers” at

http://www.intelligenthq.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Screen-Shot-2013-09-07-at-6.10.32PM-267x220.png
4

http://www.drugabuse.gov/publications/teaching-packets/neurobiology-drug-addiction/sectioni-introduction-to-brain/7-synapse-synaptic-neurotransmissio
5

Antonio Damasio, Looking For Spinoza: Joy, Sorrow, and the Feeling Brain (New York:
Harcourt Books, 2003), 63. He is an internationally recognized leader in neuroscience, whose
research has helped to elucidate the neural basis for emotions, and how they play a central role in
social cognition and decision-making. His work has also had a major influence on current
understanding of the neural systems, which underlie memory, language and consciousness.
Damasio directs the USC Brain and Creativity Institute. He’s authored many books.
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