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addiction, stories, and church



I don't deny that there 
should be priests to remind 

people that they will one day 
die.  I only say it is 

necessary to have another 
kind of priests, called poets, 

actually to remind people 
that they are not dead yet.  - 

GK Chesteron



wendell berry



I go among the trees and sit still. 

All my stirring becomes quiet 

around me like circles on water. 

My tasks lie in their places 

where I left them, asleep like cattle. 

Then what is afraid of me comes 

and lives a while in my sight. 

What it fears leaves me,  

and the fear of me leaves it. 

It sings, and I hear its song.



Then what I am afraid of comes. 

I live for a while in its sight. 

What I fear in it leaves it, 

and the fear of it leaves me. 

It sings, and I hear its song. 

After days of labor, 

mute in my consternations, 

I hear my song at last, 

and I sing it.  As we sing, 

the day turns, the trees move.  



The soul is like a wild animal - tough, 
resilient, resourceful, savvy, self-sufficient. 
It knows how to survive in hard place.  But it 
is also shy. Just like a wild animal, it seeks 
safety in the dense underbrush. If we want 
to see a wild animal, we know that the last 
thing we should do is go crashing through 
the woods yelling for it to come out. But if 
we will walk quietly into the woods, sit 
patiently by the base of the tree, and fade 
into our surroundings, the wild animal we 
seek might put in an appearance.  (Parker 
Palmer, A Hidden Wholeness)



In confronting the reality of addiction … we 
often encounter our souls and discover more 

deeply what it means to be alive. 

My involvement in the recovery community 
has also helped me to more deeply 

understand the essence of my own faith as 
a story of liberation and transformation.



my first AA meeting … 

“i heard your church was accepting addicts” 

“i know you’re feeling bad …” 

what i gained …
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2 Church Stories That Feed  

the Addiction Cycle 

1. The Blame/Shame Story: the gospel as an 
escape plan 

• Original Sin or Original Goodness 

• God as prosecuting attorney 

• Forgiveness as a transaction 

• Church as forgiveness mafia





Hell

Salvation

Fallen 
History/

Fallen 
world

Fall

HeavenEden



Hades

Atonement, 
purification

Aristotelian 

Real

Fall

Into 
Aristotelian 

Real

Platonic IdealPlatonic Ideal



Resistance is futile 
- you will be 
assimilated (or 
enslaved or 
annihilated)

Civilization

Barbarism

Rebellion

Roman EmpirePrimal Patriarchy
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2 Church Stories That Feed  

the Addiction Cycle 

1. The Blame/Shame Story 

- Focused on salvation as forgiveness as 
evasion of justice as exemption from 
punishment.





2 Church Stories That Feed  

the Addiction Cycle 

1. The Blame/Shame Story 

2. The Bless/Success Story



The Bless/Success Story 

- Skyhooks 

- False advertising 

- Bible as magic book 

- Religious addiction
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2 Church Stories That Feed  

the Addiction Cycle 

1. The Blame/Shame Story 

2. The Bless/Success Story 

Both stories are individual/personal and 
avoid … 

- Systemic injustice/Economics 

- Trauma/Mental Illness 

- Biological realities



2 Church Stories That Feed  

the Addiction Cycle 

1. The Blame/Shame Story 

2. The Bless/Success Story 

Are there better stories the church can tell?



In search of 
better stories …
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Exodus: Liberation & Formation

Genesis: Creation and Reconciliation



Exodus: Liberation & Formation

Genesis: Creation and Reconciliation

Isaiah: Peaceable Kingdom - Justice and 
Mercy
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HUMAN VIOLENCE

HUMAN EXPLOITATION



A story of organic growth … through “many dangers, toils, and 
snares.”

Ongoing creation

Ongoing liberation

Ongoing reconciliation/reconnection



As individuals 
and as faith 

communities, 
over time 

we mature. 
We develop. 
We evolve. 
We change. 
We survive 

setbacks. 
We grow.



Many of us have 
experienced 

patterns of change 
or seasons of 

development in our 
spiritual life ... 

distinct stages that 
leave their mark on 

us, like rings on a 
tree.



As I see it, each 
stage in a life with 

God depends on the 
earlier stages. It 

doesn’t reject them, 
but rather embraces 
them in something 

larger.

Every stage 
is good and 
beautiful in 

its own 
way.



Each new stage opens up new soul-
space and expands our capacities 

for love - so we can love God, 
neighbor, self, and the earth more 

fully. Isn’t that what true 
spirituality is about?



We pass through seasons again and again, in a 
widening spiral of growth.



Of course, a multi-stage 
framework like this is only a 
tool. Life itself doesn’t come 

neatly divided into stages. 
But for many of us, just as a 

year has four seasons, the 
spiritual life unfolds season 

by season.



We all begin in Stage 1,

Simplicity.



Many of us continue on to 
Stage 2,

Complexity.



Perplexity.

Some of us never leave 
Stage 2. Others move on to 

Stage 3,



Harmony.

Then, beyond Simplicity, 
Complexity, and Perplexity,  

we enter Stage 4,



Simplicity 

Complexity 

Perplexity 
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from vicious cycles to spirals of growth

Pain



Q & R



mary oliver



WILD GEESE 

You do not have to be good. 

You do not have to walk on your knees 

for a hundred miles through the desert repenting. 

You only have to let the soft animal of your body 

love what it loves. 

Tell me about despair, yours, and I will tell you 

mine. 

Meanwhile the world goes on. 



Meanwhile the sun and the clear pebbles of the rain 

are moving across the landscapes, 

over the prairies and the deep trees, 

the mountains and the rivers. 

Meanwhile the wild geese, high in the clean blue air, 

are heading home again. 

Whoever you are, no matter how lonely, 

the world offers itself to your imagination, 

calls to you like the wild geese, harsh and exciting – 

over and over announcing your place 

in the family of things.




