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1

Introduction

My dad’s first memory of his father is a backhand slap across the face.
David White was born just before his father left to fight in the 

Second World War. Returning home one day at the age of five after 
wandering through the neighbor’s cow fields, he encountered a large, 
uniformed man standing beside his mother in the kitchen.

“David, say hello to your father.”
Before either of them spoke, my grandfather struck my dad, hard. 

“What were you doing outside the house!” This unpredictable anger 
became the norm for my dad’s relationship with his father through-
out childhood and into his teenage years.

By all accounts my grandfather had been a decent, God- fearing 
man, a member of the Salvation Army Band, and a good husband. 
Then he went to war, saw things that were only ever hinted at to us 
grandkids, and came back an angry man. A bitter, volatile man. An 
addicted, alcoholic man.

We grandchildren knew we had to be careful at Grandma and 
Grandpa’s house. Grandpa was usually in the basement, his domain, 
and sometimes everything would be great. But sometimes we would 
make too much noise, or the wrong sort of noise at the wrong sort of 
time, and things would suddenly no longer be great. Only my little 
brother seemed immune from Grandpa’s sudden bursts of anger: 
he sometimes even hid Grandpa’s cigarettes without repercussion.
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2 I n t r o d u c t i o n

Grandpa frequented Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside (DTES), 
the community where my family and I now live and minister. The 
DTES has been described as “the worst postal code in Canada” and 
“ten blocks of hell,” but we just call it home. It features open drug 
dealing and use, survival prostitution, violence, and all the homeless-
ness, food lines, and slum landlords that the rest of Vancouver wants 
to stay hidden. It is in part a social construction, the result of can-
celed national housing strategies, shuttered mental health facilities, 
influxes of new drugs and communicable diseases, and city efforts 
to contain all these issues within one location. Millions of dollars 
are invested each year just keeping people alive, but the lives of those 
stuck in poverty and addictions are not noticeably improved. The 
DTES is also the friendliest place I have ever lived, filled with funny, 
resilient, kind, generous, spiritual neighbors who know each other’s 
names and stories. It is currently under threat from both an opioid 
crisis and aggressive gentrification that has squashed the neighbor-
hood and all its challenges into smaller and smaller geography. I don’t 
know which of these threats is worse, but I do know they are both 
the result of addictions.

When my grandpa came here it was to drink and get into trouble. 
My dad, following in his old man’s footsteps, also made his way into 
this neighborhood and into alcoholism. My grandmother could like-
wise be found in the DTES, but she worked for the Salvation Army. 
She ministered to court workers, visited prisoners, and sometimes 
bailed young women out and brought them home to care for them. 
She was known as the Angel of the Courthouse. As with many fami-
lies entrenched in addiction, their lives were a study in incoherency.

Dad and Grandpa suffered from emotional and spiritual disloca-
tion: one from the trauma of war, the other from the trauma of a 
father broken by war. This is characterized within the twelve- step 
program as “a lack of inner experience of intimacy with oneself, with 
God, with life, and with the moment.”1 This dislocation is fertile 
ground for addiction. It ruined much of my grandfather’s life and 
almost destroyed my dad’s as well. My dad met the Lord, however, 
and met my mom— these two meetings coincided somewhat— and 
his way was mended before I was born. He was truly converted, 
describing the experience as becoming utterly full of the presence of 
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3

God, so full that he felt he had to flee the church building for fear of 
blowing off the roof. The ongoing effect of God’s presence in his life 
was equally dramatic. I never knew my dad as an alcoholic, never 
knew the fear that comes with having an addicted, unpredictable 
parent. Still, his life, and by extension my life, was indelibly marked 
by his father’s deep, war- born woundedness and addiction. Near the 
end, praise God, we witnessed Grandpa’s radical transformation. 
His faith was renewed and his hard heart somehow softened by the 
grace of God, who never stopped loving and pursuing my grandpa. 
He ceased drinking and even rejoined the band. At his funeral, though 
my dad had to honestly eulogize Grandpa as a “hard and sometimes 
cruel man,” he could also announce with joyful faith that his father 
was in the arms of the Savior, healed of all pain and brokenness.

I think of my grandparents and parents often as I reflect on life 
and ministry. I grew up attending a Salvation Army Corps (church) 
in Vancouver, absorbed evangelical/holiness doctrine, and promised 
in my Junior Soldier’s Pledge to avoid “anything that may injure my 
body or my mind, including harmful drugs, alcohol, and tobacco.” I 
really did stay away from harmful drugs, alcohol (for the most part), 
and tobacco. I can’t say I was able to stay away from everything that 
could injure my body or mind, but my parents certainly did their 
level best to protect me. I was so protected that I had few meaningful 
interactions with anyone addicted to harmful drugs or alcohol. Our 
congregation was far removed from the DTES, and I don’t recall much 
talk about addictions except that people who used drugs were to be 
pitied and helped, but from a distance, and usually by professionals. 
I learned that there were places for them, ministries and worship 
services for them, but that these were all separate from ours.

This was all fine and good for me, until I needed a summer job. 
A friend hired me to run the front desk of a homeless shelter in the 
DTES from 3 p.m. to 11 p.m., five nights a week. It was me, a janitor/
security guard, thirty men in the shelter, a hundred or so longer- term 
residents, and a collection of men recently released from prison. I was 
eighteen years old, and I had no idea what I was doing. My life was 
threatened during my first shift, after which I counted the number 
of hours until summer was over. I may have genuinely prayed for the 
first time that night as well. As the summer progressed, however, I 

I n t r o d u c t i o n
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4 I n t r o d u c t i o n

began to make friends with the men living in the building and grew 
in my understanding and appreciation of them as fellow humans. 
That sounds like an odd revelation, but it’s one I needed. Just like 
my grandpa and my dad, these guys had hopes and dreams, could 
love and be loved, and were dealing with significant pain and trauma. 
Most were addicted, but they were also beloved children of God.

The following summer I worked in the same courts and prisons 
where my grandma had worked, again encountering people at their 
lowest moments. There are categories of “prisoner,” “homeless,” and 
“addict” that we all make in our minds, but meeting people in the 
holding cells and hearing their stories helped to break those categories 
down. This has also been true as I have lived and ministered in the 
DTES for the last fifteen years. My wife, my family, and I moved back 
here to serve an incarnational faith community called 614 Vancouver, 
named after the hopeful passage of return from exile in Isaiah 61:4:

They shall build up the ancient ruins;
 they shall raise up the former devastations;
they shall repair the ruined cities,
 the devastations of many generations.

The past fifteen years have shown us that the people who do this 
building, raising, and repairing are most often the very ones whose 
lives have been so wrecked by ruin and devastation. What’s more, 
journeying as a pastor- in- community alongside people in their ad-
diction and recovery is the tool God has used to confront me with 
my own addictions and attachments.

With permission, I will tell many of the stories of the beautiful 
and broken people I have come to know as neighbors, friends, and 
fellow pilgrims in the DTES and around the world. These stories 
revolve around deep tragedy, and I recount them with some trepida-
tion because I do not want to romanticize or emotionally weaponize 
anyone’s struggle. There is this reality too: some of those whose 
stories I share have died, sometimes badly, and it is possible that 
some of my friends will fall back into addiction after their stories 
are written down. These are snapshots of an ongoing life. This in 
no way negates their truth or importance, and many of these stories 
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5

have the whiff of the miraculous about them. Even when the stories 
appear distinctly nondivine and nonvictorious, it is still essential to 
listen to the experience of those who have known the devastation of 
addiction firsthand. My dad’s family knew this, but thanks to their 
recovery my childhood did not. Instead, like my grandma, I have 
given my life to pastoring and learning from those caught in the web 
of addiction. I tell my family’s story because much of what we do is 
in response to the way we have been raised, and most people I know 
can trace their addiction back to the pain and brokenness of their 
family experience. These deep- rooted wounds are some of the factors 
that make recovery so difficult, yet this should not leave us hopeless.

What Does It Mean to Be Fully Human?

In this book I want to show that we have not been left alone or with-
out resources, even in the face of trauma and societal dislocation. But 
this is not going to be a how- to manual on “fixing” people who are 
addicted. Rather, this will be about creating and fostering the kind 
of environment that Jesus prescribed for his people, which happens 
to be exactly the kind of environment that helps us resist and heal 
from the brokenness of our world. Here is my central assumption: 
Beatitude Communities, based on Jesus’s revolutionary blessings in 
the Sermon on the Mount, are the best hope for us to learn how to 
become fully human. This type of community answers the deep pain, 
brokenness, and dislocation that lies at the heart of all addictions, 
chemical or otherwise. Pastors and churches can cultivate this Jesus- 
vision of a new way of living, one that takes seriously the individual’s 
struggle and the brokenness of the world around us, but which also 
takes into account God’s grace and the community of faith.

The first part of this book talks about the nature of the brokenness 
that leads to addictions of every kind (not just drugs and alcohol) 
and the alternative way that God offers. The second half looks at 
each Beatitude in turn, showing how they build on one another and 
progressively address the underlying spiritual and societal causes 
of addictions. The order of the Beatitudes is important: they are a 
ladder that we climb, like the twelve steps of recovery, with each step 

I n t r o d u c t i o n
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6 I n t r o d u c t i o n

building on the previous in a journey from the personal moment of 
clarity to a holy engagement with God, community, and the world. 
This journey teaches us to know and practice what humans are “fit-
ted for”: we are God’s beloved children, made to be united with 
Christ, a possibility opened to us through the incarnation, death, 
and resurrection of Jesus. The fruit of this union is an authentic 
and coherent human life that seeds justice into the world. This is the 
way of being blessed, which means freedom from fear and death, 
and freedom to share in the life of God. What is at stake is not just 
recovery from drugs, alcohol, and other attachments, but the recovery 
of full humanity, which is the recovery of the image of the divine 
in each person.

Each chapter includes recommendations for ways to practice the 
Beatitudes personally or as a community, whether you are in addic-
tions recovery or have never touched drugs or alcohol. Interspersed 
throughout as well are “Pauses” for prayers, psalms, and thoughts 
drawn from Scripture, church tradition, and contemporary poets. 
These are reminders to breathe; it is easy to get lost and even hope-
less in the discussion of addictions. My hope is that this book will 
be read not just for information, but as an act of prayer.

Hope

A woman in the DTES stopped me on the street to talk with some 
urgency after noticing the Salvation Army shield on my jacket. Long 
ago she had been addicted and in jail, abandoned by her shamed fam-
ily. To her shock, a Salvation Army worker bailed her out, brought 
her home, and introduced her to Jesus and a new way of living. From 
that moment on, everything changed for her. She told me that she 
had never really had the opportunity to properly thank the woman 
who had so opened her life and home, and she wondered if I could 
pass along a message. Did I know a woman named Mona White? 
Yes, I said, I knew her, but my grandma had passed away some years 
ago. Tears welled in the woman’s eyes as she said, “Well then I give 
my thanks to you, in her place, because once I was lost, and now I 
am found.”
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7

So, Grandma, I dedicate this work to you, in gratitude for the 
example you gave me. I dedicate it to your husband, my grandpa, 
in recognition of the horrors he suffered that led to his near ruin-
ation. I further dedicate it to your son, my father, and to my mother, 
who by the love of the Savior and with the love of family gave me 
an upbringing free from violence and instability. Finally, I dedicate 
this book to my wife, Cherie, my fierce co- laborer in the gospel; my 
family; my community; and all my beautiful, beloved neighbors who 
are carrying on this courageous journey of learning and loving in 
Vancouver’s DTES.

Friends, there is hope.

I n t r o d u c t i o n

_White_Recovering_MB_djm.indd   21_White_Recovering_MB_djm.indd   21 5/18/20   2:39 PM5/18/20   2:39 PM

Aaron White, Recovering 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2020 

Used by permission.



PART 1

BROKEN  
AND BLESSED

Examining our world and our hearts to find the 

sources of brokenness, pain, and displacement that 

lead to addiction and seeking what hope may be 

found.
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O N E

Broken

What causes quarrels and what causes fights among you? Is it not this, 
that your passions are at war within you?

James 4:1

The first step 5 confession I ever heard is seared into my heart and 
mind. I was leading worship during a church meeting in Victoria, 
BC. Our congregation met near the local Addictions Rehabilitation 
Centre, but that was not remotely the demographic of our worship-
ing community. This evening, however, a stranger had somehow dis-
covered our meeting and made his way inside. When the time came 
for prayer requests, the man stood up and shakily announced, “I am 
an alcoholic. . . . If I don’t get help, I’m going to die.” Then he sat 
down. Nobody knew what to do. Someone uttered a simple prayer 
for strength and courage or something, and we moved awkwardly to 
the next prayer request. The man sat for a while in his pew, alone, and 
then eventually got up and walked out. Seeing this from the front, 
I was self- righteously incensed. Why had no one moved to sit with 
this man? Why was no one following him out the front door? What 
is wrong with this church? And then I realized the problem with my 
judgment: I had not moved to sit with him; I was not following him; 
there was something wrong with me. I walked off the stage and ran 
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12

out of the building to find him. He was sitting on the front step, and I 
scared him badly as I burst out the front door in a blaze of missional 
zeal. Once we both calmed down he told me he wanted to do a step 
5. Step 5 of the twelve steps is when we “admit to God, to ourselves, 
and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs.” This is 
what he proceeded to do, confessing the exact and horrifying nature 
of his wrongs to a passionate but overwhelmed eighteen- year- old. 
We spent an hour together, him talking, me listening, on that cold, 
cement step. I was shocked by his vulnerability and honesty, some-
thing I had never witnessed in a church setting. At the end he let me 
pray for him, then we hugged, and he left. I went back inside and 
promptly broke down crying. When my pastor asked why I was so 
emotional, the best I could come up with was that this was what 
God wanted for that man and for our congregation, and I was so 
blessed to participate. There was a gift that God had for that man 
through our prayer and through my listening, and I suspect there 
could have been a lot more for him had we been better prepared to 
offer it. But there was also something God wanted to give to us, to 
me, in that encounter, a beautiful gift that could come only through 
the man’s broken, honest cry and confession. That was the question 
I left with that night: Are we ready to be part of the blessing God 
wants to pour out on his children through real, raw encounters with 
people in pain? And will we know what to do when we receive it? I 
have heard many step 5 confessions since that first one, and I have 
never ceased to wonder at how God uses honesty and vulnerability 
to effect healing and wholeness.

You and Me

There is a frighteningly true AA aphorism: you are only as sick as 
your secrets. So let’s start with some honesty and vulnerability: I am 
not a stranger to addiction. I have been addicted to different thought 
patterns, behaviors, relationships, and things throughout my life, 
some of which will be discussed in the body of this book. I do not 
say this with either pride or resignation; I just say that it is true, that 
I am working on it, and that by the grace of God and the help of 

B r o k e n  a n d  B l e s s e d 
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my community I have experienced growing freedom and hope. You 
have been affected by addiction too. Even if you are a pastor (or a 
would- be pastor), it is not simply that you have people who are ad-
dicted to drugs and alcohol in your congregation, which you most 
certainly do. If you are honest, you will acknowledge that there are 
dark areas in your heart and mind where you have little to no control. 
You feel trapped and hypocritical. This interior darkness is the place 
where most of us have hidden our addictions. Addiction does not just 
refer to chemical substances, so whether you are addicted to alcohol, 
amphetamines, pornography, control, a relationship, procrastina-
tion, your self- image, money, success, or anything else, you are still 
addicted. And we all live in a society with addiction enthroned at 
its very core: addiction to capital, to development, to celebrity, to 
GDP, to nationalism, to exceptionalism, and more. This is a huge 
concern personally, societally, and spiritually, yet it is one that very 
few people are willing to acknowledge and that even fewer people 
know what to do about. The good news is that something can be 
done about this— the major something has in fact already been done 
about this— and we can participate in our own healing, the healing of 
others, and even the healing of our broken society. That is the point 
of this book. The more difficult news, which I refuse to downplay, is 
that this is really, really hard work that requires absolutely everything 
we have. We cannot begin to help others if we do not take this work 
seriously in our own lives.

Addiction is a holistic issue: it affects body, soul, and spirit as well 
as relationships, employment, housing, finances, leisure, and all forms 
of societal engagement. Any response to addiction must likewise 
consider the fullness of the human condition. Portugal has done this 
with some success in the last decade by decriminalizing drugs and 
investing massively in treatment, prevention, housing, education, and 
job training for people in recovery. In Vancouver the policy around 
homelessness and addiction has shifted to include Housing First, 
which is an attempt to help people get into safer housing, without 
barriers, before trying to address any deeper issues. Once housed, 
efforts are made to help with recovery, to acknowledge the unique 
needs and decisions of individuals, and to integrate people into social 
life. This is good, but even the best government policies cannot speak 

B r o k e n
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to the deep wounds and desires of our hearts. We are invested with 
a profound longing for fulfillment, for wholeness, for kinship, and 
for love— longings that can only be satisfied by something outside 
of ourselves. This necessarily includes human community. Frederick 
Buechner says, “You can survive on your own; you can grow strong 
on your own; you can prevail on your own; but you cannot become 
human on your own.”1 But even human community is not enough. 
We were created with an inner desire for God, a deep yearning for 
relationship with our Creator, a relationship that contains within it 
our very meaning and purpose.

Knowing and pursuing our heart’s divine longing is central to find-
ing our way— and helping others to find their way— out of addiction 
and into recovery. Richard Rohr asserts that “spiritual desire is the 
drive that God put in us from the beginning, for total satisfaction, 
for home, for heaven, for divine union, and it just got displaced onto 
the wrong object.”2 That is, addiction co- opts and redirects the en-
ergy behind our created purpose. Gerald May describes it this way: 
“Addiction exists wherever persons are internally compelled to give 
energy to things that are not their true desires. . . . Addiction is a state 
of compulsion, obsession, or preoccupation that enslaves a person’s 
will and desire. Addiction sidetracks and eclipses the energy of our 
deepest, truest desire for love and goodness.”3

This applies to all addictions, not just to drugs and alcohol. Of 
course, there is a significant difference in degree between an addiction 
to social media and an addiction to heroin. Both are enslavements, 
but one tends to wreck your life, or even kill you, a lot quicker. And 
even within those general categories there are differing intensities 
to our addictions, and different short- and long- term consequences. 
At the core of this book is the assertion that addiction affects us all, 
personally and societally, and all our addictions should be taken seri-
ously. Yet our eyes must be open to the acute suffering and danger 
experienced by those whose pain and trauma has led them to drug 
and alcohol addiction. There is a cost when I fall back into my old 
temptations and attachments, but it is still possible that nobody will 
even know about it except me and God. When some of my friends 
fall back into their old temptations and attachments, they risk losing 
their sobriety, their reputation, their job, their family, their sanity, 

B r o k e n  a n d  B l e s s e d 
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their homes, and their lives. Not only this, but there is a stigma at-
tached to drug and alcohol use that makes these addictions all the 
more dangerous. One of the reasons many people die when they 
resume using drugs after a period of abstinence is the need to keep 
it a secret out of fear and shame.

This has been particularly true in our neighborhood over the last 
few years with the influx of a powerful opioid called fentanyl, which 
resembles heroin but is one hundred times stronger. British Columbia 
was home to 3,400 overdose deaths in the past four years— in 2017 
the province averaged four fatal overdoses per day, over 1,500 for 
the whole year— with roughly a quarter of those deaths occurring 
in Vancouver.4 As I write, there have been eleven overdose deaths in 
the past week. The issue is not specific to Vancouver, however. In a 
2012 study, 21.6 percent of Canadians, or roughly six million people, 
met the criteria for a substance abuse disorder.5 The heroin industry 
brings in a reported fifty- five billion dollars (US) annually worldwide, 
which is not all coming from our neighborhood. In the United States, 
approximately twenty million people over the age of twelve have an 
addiction to drugs or alcohol, with one hundred reported overdoses 
each day, a rate that has tripled in the last twenty years. The high-
est reported substance- use numbers are among those eighteen to 
twenty- five years old, and 90 percent started their addiction before 
the age of eighteen.6 Poverty tends to increase the severity of the 
consequences, but addiction itself is no respecter of class, gender, 
age, race, or religious background— which is why I confidently say 
that you have people who are addicted to drugs and alcohol in your 
congregation. But these stats are incomplete because they only deal 
with one small part of worldwide addictions. When you add in other 
“process addictions” such as pornography, gambling, power, money, 
codependent relationships, overwork, food, social media, and more, 
you see how this affects absolutely everyone.

Pain and Dislocation

But where do these addictions come from? And why are they so power-
ful?

B r o k e n
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We should start by acknowledging that while we are affected by 
addictions, there is no such thing as a “universal addict.” Each person 
has her or his own unique backstory and context, and each one is 
beautifully and wonderfully designed to reflect and carry the image 
of God. Let us be careful to remember the inherent dignity at the 
heart of every single person we meet, no matter how “lost” they 
appear to us.

It is still possible, however, to identify certain commonalities and 
shared experiences that are connected to addictive behavior. The 
primary common denominator for addiction is not a weak will or 
moral failing, but pain. Gabor Maté calls addiction a “stupid friend” 
that starts as a response to pain but then becomes an issue in and of 
itself.7 Drugs, alcohol, and other substances or habits, while wreaking 
terrible harm on the lives of individuals, families, and communities, 
are not the real issue, though they often become the most pressing 
issue. They are, as my friends in recovery like to put it, the tip of the 
iceberg, but there is a lot more iceberg underneath the surface. What 
many people inside and outside the church fail to see is that addictions 
are almost always coping mechanisms in the form of self- medicating 
solutions for real pain.

Where does such ravaging pain come from? The most obvious 
answer is early childhood trauma and abuse. I know very few drug 
users or alcoholics who have not experienced some kind of horrific 
distress, and most of  us understand how this could lead to sub-
stance use to numb the pain. This is not, however, the only kind of 
pain, and many people who have suffered abuse and severe trauma 
do not end up in chemical addictions. We find people in drug and 
alcohol addictions, as well as process addictions like gambling, 
overeating, and self- harm, from all socioeconomic groupings. In 
fact, there has been an alarming growth in addictions and associated 
causes of death among North America’s middle class since 1998.8 
This is because everyone, from every background in our society, is 
familiar with pain, but we are growing increasingly unfamiliar as a 
culture with how to handle it emotionally, psychologically, socially, 
and spiritually. Brené Brown, writing after the suicide of famous 
designer Kate Spade, said, “To know pain is human. To need is 
human. And, no amount of money, influence, resources, or sheer 
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determination will change our physical, emotional, and spiritual 
dependence on others.”9

But what if the deck is stacked against us when it comes to dealing 
with pain, depending on others, and finding healing? Bruce Alex-
ander, whose Dislocation Theory of Addiction is of seminal im-
portance, argues that we need to start asking why it is increasingly 
difficult in our society for vast numbers of people to avoid addic-
tions, and not only to drugs and alcohol.10 Historical evidence sug-
gests that the whole range of addictions is far more common within 
unjust, broken, or tyrannical societies; the breakdown of cultures 
through war, economic disaster, colonization, or other causes has led 
to widespread dislocation and addiction in every age. Alternatively, 
when a culture or society is functioning well, when there is evidence 
of cooperation, balance, and a commitment to the common good, 
addictions are far less prevalent.11

Even the World Health Organization is beginning to accept that 
the fragmentation of society and widespread social distortion explain 
modern health problems better than many other individualized risk 
factors.12 Alexander suggests a number of reasons our current way of 
living leaves people so susceptible to addiction: “Beneath the steam-
roller of modernity, extended families and communities are scattered; 
nuclear families become dysfunctional; local societies are pulverized; 
legitimate authority is toppled; religious certainties disappear; and 
cultural arts salvage fragments of destroyed cultures as trinkets for 
tourist shops. People and social groups that do not contribute to the 
advance of modernity are marginalized or exterminated.”13

One of the greatest crimes of colonialism was the undermining 
of traditional kinship community among Indigenous peoples, re-
sulting in the removal of cultural supports that help people navigate 
trauma. Wendell Berry views this as the foundational theme of North 
American history: any group or culture that formed roots in kinship 
and the land has been repeatedly dispossessed, driven out, subverted, 
or exploited by “those who were carrying out some version of the 
search for El Dorado. Time after time, in place after place, these 
conquerors have fragmented and demolished traditional communi-
ties.”14 The same is happening now as traditional cultures are being 
displaced at historic rates in the modern refugee crisis. Those who 
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make it to Western countries are strongly urged to abandon the cul-
ture they know in favor of our more “enlightened” liberal democracy 
and capitalism. Yet modern secular culture, from a sociological and 
anthropological perspective, has proven to be one of the weakest in 
history at preparing its members to deal with grief, pain, and loss.15 
Our strict materialism and lack of kinship prevents us from assign-
ing any ultimate meaning to suffering. It can only be understood as 
accidental, yet inevitable; to be avoided or minimized at all costs; 
and primarily the preserve of experts and professionals whose job it 
is to alleviate our pain while we sacrifice our agency to them. Many 
of those same experts in the field of addictions treatment have aban-
doned the notion that addictions can be overcome, promoting instead 
the narrative of addiction as a chronic disease that can be “managed 
by lifelong monitoring and treatment, but not cured.”16

This has come about because most of us have not learned healthy 
ways to deal with our pain, and we don’t live in a world that encour-
ages us to face our brokenness. So we adapt by looking for whatever 
we can find to distract or numb us. Our brains are particularly adept 
at this. Once we find something that will do the trick, we latch onto it 
and form a deep attachment that is not just physical but social, emo-
tional, even spiritual. These attachments usurp the place that God is 
meant to have in our lives as comforter, giver of meaning, disturber 
of our self- contained reality, and recipient of worship. Then, because 
the object of our attachment was not designed to fulfill that role in 
our lives, we need more and more until we risk losing control of our 
relationship with it. Sometimes the addiction serves the dislocation 
in society— as in the case of consumerism, overwork, or social media 
preoccupation— so it is encouraged and rewarded. Other times the 
addiction makes the dislocation we feel even worse, which causes us 
to rely on it ever more for comfort.17

In other words, our society has created the conditions for pervasive 
trauma and is ill- equipped or ill- disposed to help people find healing 
in the resulting chaos. Modernity is characterized by a deep sense of 
displacement and purposelessness in the outer world and a general 
failure of family, community, and society to provide safe and sacred 
space, all of which is mirrored by a lack of coherence and mean-
ing in our inner world. There is no commonly accepted “good” for 
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which we have been created and no “just” society that we agree on 
or experience. Our modern worldview does not offer any real hope 
against the loss of meaning or substance in our relationship with 
ourselves, God, others, or the world around us.18 Tim Keller offers the 
following summary of John Gray’s point: “In the secular worldview, 
all happiness and meaning must be found in this lifetime and world. 
To live with any hope, then, secular people must believe that we can 
eliminate most sources of unhappiness. But that is impossible.”19 
So we search, mostly without guidance, for relief from life’s pain 
and brokenness, but also for some form of meaning, transcendence, 
and joy, some access to a reality greater than ourselves. Eschewing 
the possibility of a personal Creator, and not being connected in 
community, we find replacements for God and family in all kinds of 
places, be it chemical substances, codependent relationships, acquisi-
tion, pornography, food, control, busyness, or any number of other 
stand- ins. Addiction gives us a temporary escape from our feelings 
and a deadening of our senses, but it is only a pale substitute for life 
in all its fullness because none of these surrogates ultimately satisfy. 
We long for something more, yet we are terrified to let go of what 
we know, even as we grow to hate our enslavement to it. And we are 
terribly lonely. All of this results in a deep brokenness that distorts 
and veils the image of God in humanity. Titus says, “For we ourselves 
were once foolish, disobedient, led astray, slaves to various passions 
and pleasures, passing our days in malice and envy, hated by others 
and hating one another” (3:3).

Narratives of Pain

Michel is Métis, a people who trace their ancestry from Indigenous 
and European settlers. Growing up in Quebec, Michel never felt like 
he belonged. At school he was made to repetitively wash his hands 
because his brown skin was “dirty.” He was sensitive to his other-
ness in every situation and to the exclusion his family faced. He 
finally found his magic elixir in grade eight when he started drink-
ing. Alcohol gave him courage and friends, and it dulled the feeling 
of being isolated and unwanted. Eventually it became the substance 
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that brought him a sense of peace. “All I needed,” he says, “was 
my six- pack, some cigarettes, and a TV, and everything was right.” 
Until, of course, his drinking started causing him to lose work and 
friends and relationships. It no longer served him; he served it. The 
very belonging that he craved was sabotaged by the thing that used 
to give him comfort, and he needed more alcohol to mask that pain. 
This alcoholic feedback loop sounds like a country song: “I drink 
because I’m lonesome, and I’m lonesome ’cause I drink.”20

Upon entering treatment for an eating disorder, Noelle realized the 
connection between pain and her addiction. She used to think it was 
a matter of will versus compulsion until she saw how her addiction 
related to being hurt as a child. She could not control her surround-
ings or the abuse she went through, but she could control what she did 
or did not eat, and so she adapted ways for dealing with pain and fear 
that continued into adulthood. Her addictive behavior was rewarded 
every time someone praised her for losing weight, which happens a 
lot in a dislocated, image- driven society. Eventually, however, these 
habits came to threaten everything she knew to be good, and she had 
to acknowledge both the problem and the pain.

Marty did not start using any kind of drugs until he was thirty- 
two, but he was addicted long before that. He was obsessed with 
many things growing up: hockey, martial arts, water skiing, then 
work and the things money bought him. His father had taught him 
“Who you are is what you have and where you work,” so he was ter-
ribly afraid of not having enough, not being good enough, and being 
abandoned as a result. He finally settled on cocaine to fill that gap, 
until he got to the point where he was ready to kill himself.

Joyce is from the Gitxsan Nation, whose people, alongside other 
Indigenous nations on Turtle Island (Canada), suffered theft of land, 
culture, language, family, and children at the hands of government 
and church policies. First Nations communities have survived and 
persevered through unbelievable abuse and pain. Joyce describes pain 
as ground zero: “I started drinking because I wanted to not feel the 
pain— the beatings, the flashbacks, the sexual abuse—I just wanted 
it gone. When I finally came to the end of myself I was able to quit 
drinking, but the pain was still there. I still remembered what hap-
pened and would live through it all over again. My friends didn’t 
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know how to help me— they were also addicted because they had 
been through the same things I had, like everyone else in our village. 
I had to find a supportive community to help me face it. No matter 
what, there is no shortcut around dealing with the pain.”

Attachment Is a Warm Hug

An extreme example of how addictions relate to pain can be seen with 
heroin. Friends reliably inform me that heroin feels like a warm hug. 
We all like warm hugs (in fact, we need them), but most of my heroin- 
addicted friends never received warm hugs growing up. Instead, they 
were neglected or suffered emotional, physical, and sexual abuse from 
their parents, foster families, or other adults who were meant to be 
trustworthy. They grew up, therefore, with a glaring lack of warm, 
caring hugs, which became a desperate need they did not even know 
they had. And then, one day, they discovered heroin, and for the first 
time in their lives they experienced a chemical approximation of a 
deep, unmet desire. Imagine how strong that emotional and physical 
attachment would be. It was an answer to pain before it became a 
problem itself.21

I won’t spend a lot of time on the biochemical aspects of addic-
tion, but it is important to understand at least the following: “The 
initial attraction of drugs involves dopamine stimulation beyond the 
‘highs’ of more normal pleasurable activities. . . . A second, more 
pathological phase begins when the amount of drugs increases, but 
the taker is in most cases still ‘normal’ and functioning in society. 
Users believe they ‘have it under control.’ A third and final phase 
involves loss of control when drug- taking becomes the individual’s 
main goal- directed activity. . . . Drugs essentially cheat the biological 
purpose of reward, with natural dopamine stimulation . . . traded 
for a cheap hit.”22

This is certainly true of drug addiction, which is so hard to break 
because it provides such an immediate, powerful, and reliable dopa-
mine reward. But we must understand that it is also true of all the 
attachments we form to deal with feelings we don’t like. We create 
robust psychological and emotional grooves between our pain and 
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the substance or activity that we have adopted. As soon as we begin 
to feel pain, we run down the groove to “safety.” Eventually we use 
the groove not simply to deal with pain but just to feel normal, and 
the temporary reprieve from pain becomes a habit. The state of ad-
diction is created, according to May, when “the energy of our desire 
becomes attached, nailed, to specific behaviors, objects or people.”23 
The concept of attachment is helpful because it shows that this pro-
cess is not confined to chemical dependency. Alcohol and drugs are the 
most obvious, visible substances of addiction, but we make a mistake 
when we only think of addiction in these terms. Our habits, thought 
processes, defense mechanisms, and worldviews are also powerfully 
addictive.24 If you have a hard time accepting that you are addicted, 
maybe you can accept that you have habitual attachments that you 
run to when you are depressed, scared, bored, or in pain. Do you ever 
find yourself eating when you are not hungry? Mindlessly scrolling 
through social media? Keeping yourself busy to avoid dealing with 
something? That is attachment. Comedian Russell Brand, a con-
fessed black belt in addictions, describes his behavior this way: “‘I’m 
lonely— have sex’, ‘I’m sad— get drunk’, ‘I’m bored— eat a cake.’”25 
The opposite of addiction isn’t just sobriety but connection. Brand 
continues, “In our addictive behaviours we are trying to achieve the 
connection . . . the bliss of a hit or a drink or of sex or of gambling 
or eating, all legitimate drives gone awry, all a reach across the abyss, 
the separation of ‘self’, all an attempt to redress the disconnect.”26 
This will never bring the transcendent meaning or true comfort for 
pain that we crave, but it is an incredibly powerful motivator.

More Than Detox

Given this understanding of addiction as a response to pain and a 
measure of our dislocated society, we can see that it is not enough 
to remove access to the offending substance; if it were, then a short 
stay in detox would suffice. This does not suffice because while the 
immediate issue may be the harms caused by drugs and alcohol (or 
any other attachment), the deeper truth is the wounded heart and the 
broken community. Without addressing brokenness, trauma, and dis-
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location, no amount of self- discipline or programs or abstinence will 
ultimately help people find freedom and wholeness. In fact, removing 
the addictive substance means removing the one coping mechanism 
that has worked to keep the overwhelming pain at bay. Brand was sur-
prised to hear a counselor tell him, “How clever of you to find drugs. 
Well done, you found a way to keep yourself alive.”27 We should be ex-
tremely cautious about taking away this option unless we are prepared 
to offer a demonstrably better alternative for dealing with pain and 
dislocation. We should also be cautious because quitting substances 
cold turkey, particularly alcohol, benzodiazepines, and barbiturates, 
can lead to serious medical problems, including severe depression, 
delirium tremens seizures, and death. I was at a large prayer event 
one summer where international preachers and local pastors were 
praying over Vancouver from the stage. One pastor, praying about 
addictions in the DTES, asked the Lord “to supernaturally remove 
all the drugs right now!” A huge cheer went up from the assembled 
crowd, but my heart sank. It displayed such a lack of awareness of 
where the true issue lies, the painful reality that so many people face, 
and the actual work we need to do to live differently. When I ask my 
friends in recovery what would happen if God answered such a prayer, 
they all respond with some variation of “so many people would die 
or just find their drugs somewhere else.” Alexander agrees, warning 
that “without their addictions, many dislocated people would have 
terrifyingly little reason to live, and would risk succumbing to inca-
pacitating anxiety, depression, or suicide.”28 If that’s not a damning 
indictment of our society, I don’t know what is.

Harm reduction is one way that people have sought to respond to 
this. The idea is to focus not on the substances themselves, but on 
the harm caused by their use.29 This can mean anything from clean 
needle exchanges to prescribing illicit drugs, and many other steps 
in between. I know many Christians and people in recovery who 
distrust this concept, and others who believe it is the only reasonable 
and compassionate response to addictions and the overdose crisis. 
At its best, harm reduction is an attempt to keep people alive and 
healthy enough to carry on, with the hope that some can reach a 
point where they are able to seek more permanent treatment for their 
addiction.30 Harm reduction also tries to shift the power dynamics 
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in the addiction and treatment world so that the voices of those who 
are most vulnerable get heard. In truth, most “mercy work” is an 
attempt to reduce harm, an effort to make what is unmanageable 
slightly more manageable. We accept shelters and food distribution 
programs because we want to reduce the harmful effects of homeless-
ness and hunger, even though these are not long- term solutions. In 
Vancouver, and increasingly in urban centers around the world, safe 
injection sites allow people to use drugs under the observation of 
medical staff. There is also widespread use of prescribed synthetic 
drug replacements such as methadone and suboxone, which can help 
relieve some cravings and withdrawal pain, and there is even new 
research being done into ayahuasca, a hallucinogenic substance used 
in South and Central American Indigenous medicines for genera-
tions.31 I don’t love these strategies or the need for them. However, 
I have friends who are alive because of a safe injection site, friends 
who got free of their addictions because their lives were preserved 
to fight another day.

But this cannot be our long- term hope. Safe injection sites are a 
coping strategy, and nobody claims they are the ultimate answer for 
helping people overcome pain, trauma, or dislocation. The same ap-
plies even to detox, recovery programs, and Housing First strategies. 
If the deep pain and unmet needs at the heart of each person are not 
addressed and if the broken environment and alienation that sur-
round us are left fundamentally unchallenged and unchanged, there 
will be no lasting freedom. I do not dream of a society in which the 
best we can do is house people in shelters, feed them in soup kitchens, 
and medically monitor them as they service their addiction.

But the trouble goes even deeper. Much of the thinking around 
addiction, even in the church, is based on the idea that recovery means 
cleaning people up so that they can be reinserted into society as fully 
contributing individuals. But if the dislocation of our society is such 
a major factor in driving people to addictions, is it something we 
should be trying to fit into? The recovery programs I know best offer 
professional counseling, employment training, schooling, twelve- step 
meetings, volunteering, shared meals and rooms, peer groups, and a 
little bit of spirituality thrown in. There is an attempt to foster com-
munity, and if clients can join a local church so much the better. But 
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after three to twelve months the graduate is normally transitioned 
to independent living with an expectation of reentrance to the job 
market and “normal” life. Some alumni support is available, and 
some graduates are employed by recovery programs, but in general 
people are left to sink or swim within the same broken social and 
economic environment that alienated them in the first place. The im-
mediate issue of drugs or alcohol may be addressed in this scenario, 
but the person often remains largely unchanged, partly because there 
is not enough time to learn a whole new way of being. Recidivism 
rates are high.

Most churches, if they think about addictions and recovery at all, 
are on board with this programmatic approach, and some are willing 
to go further by offering faith- based groups like Freedom Sessions 
and Celebrate Recovery. Much good is done within these programs. 
What is generally lacking from the church, however, is an analysis 
of why addiction is so prevalent; an understanding of how danger-
ous our dislocated world is to all of us; and any thought of how our 
social, economic, and political life could be arranged in a healthier, 
holier way. I suspect this is because we are unwilling or unable to 
examine our own addictions to the corrupting ways of the modern 
world. We have learned to get along in it and even to benefit from 
it. This is not the gospel life to which we have been called. We must 
learn to become far more careful and critical of the world around 
us, of our attachments within it, and of how these may be at odds 
with an allegiance to the kingdom of heaven.

Listening and Committing

“The moment one says, ‘This is what it was like for me,’ a rebirth oc-
curs. Locating our wounds leads us to the gracious place of fragility, 
the contact point with another human being. When we share these 
shards of excavation with each other, we move into the intimacy of 
mutual healing.”32

When honestly considering all the above factors, the pastoral situ-
ation seems bleak. All we have to do is help people through their 
devastating trauma while exploring the depth of our own brokenness, 
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in the context of a dislocated society that offers distraction instead 
of guidance or real answers to addiction? Where do I sign up? This 
feeling should not be quickly dismissed, because many in our world 
are dealing with exactly that level of hopelessness. Gabor Maté’s 
groundbreaking book, In the Realm of  Hungry Ghosts, begins with 
story after story of the tragedies and trauma that shaped the lives of 
drug users and alcoholics in Vancouver’s DTES.33 I wept repeatedly 
as I read it, not simply because it is so shockingly sad, but because 
I recognized the stories and know hundreds of others whose stories 
are similar. I have one friend who so despaired over the suffering in 
his neighborhood that he resorted to preaching that crack cocaine 
was too big a thing for God to overcome this side of glory. He has 
since relinquished his faith.

If we are not prepared to risk entering the reality of the addicted 
in our midst and to let it challenge our own attachments and as-
sumptions, then the pastoral vocation is not for us. Listen to those 
who are aware of their own addictions. Try to see them, to recognize 
their dignity, to hear the pain and longing behind their words. You 
won’t always get the truth— some drug users lie, and some have no 
idea what they are talking about, just like every other segment of 
the population. But we have no chance if we won’t even hear each 
other. One of my friends told me that at her lowest point, the most 
meaningful thing my wife and I said to her was, “We don’t know what 
to do, but we are committed to you.” Listening and committing are 
two of the most important tools we have when addressing addiction, 
and two of the most underused. They help us to overcome our fear 
of “the other” and to stop treating people as commodities, projects, 
stereotypes, jokes, horrors, or enemies. To listen to someone is to 
start seeing them as a sibling. As fully human.

Every year we do a “community exegesis,” which involves map-
ping out our neighborhood, talking to residents and business owners, 
asking people what their dreams and fears are for the DTES, and 
analyzing census and demographic information. One year we discov-
ered there were over 150 weekly AA or NA groups meeting within 
easy walking distance of our office. This is the kind of information 
that any church should know about their community, and it mostly 
requires paying attention to your neighbors. Jesus paid attention: 
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the Samaritan woman, the demoniac, the bleeding woman, the blind 
man— Jesus heard their real cries, knew their real pain, and did not 
deflect them with false piety or take advantage of their vulnerabil-
ity. Like many of our neighbors, these people were used to “being 
either invisible or hyper- visible, but rarely just visible.”34 They were 
an inconvenience, at best the recipient of charity, but certainly not 
welcomed into spiritual community. Jesus saw beyond their imme-
diate circumstances into the deeper hurt and need, spoke healing 
into that reality, and enabled them to experience true revelation and 
conversion.

I had a revelation and conversion when we first moved to the 
DTES. My wife was out and I had put our three children to bed. 
From the alley below our sixth- story window I heard a strange noise. 
I looked out and saw a woman, her bone- thin arms flailing and her 
body stumbling among the dumpsters as she groaned mournfully. 
We later heard this type of movement described as a “drug- dance” 
or a “devil- dance.” I could not leave the children alone in the apart-
ment, so I began to pray for her, and as I did so I was struck by this 
thought: If the liberating gospel of Jesus Christ can mean nothing 
to this desperate woman, strung out on a bad hit in a stinking alley 
of the DTES, then it means nothing to me. Somehow, this must 
be good news to both of us. Somehow, we both must be able to 
receive the blessing and be part of a new way of living, a new type 
of community. As I was contemplating this frightening revelation, 
my two- year- old daughter, Ciara, joined me at the window, having 
been wakened by the sound of the woman’s crying. “What hap-
pening?” she asked, trying to look down into the alley below. I had 
to decide in a moment if  I wanted my little girl to be initiated so 
early into this painful reality. “Honey, see that woman down there? 
She hurts so much she took some poison to feel better. But she is 
wrapped up in chains now, and only Jesus can help her to be free.” 
I was not sure how much my daughter understood, but the next 
question she asked is the one so many fail to ask: “What her name?” 
To my daughter, this woman was not just an addict, not a homeless 
person, not a junkie— she was named. She was someone who could 
be known and loved. And then she asked, “Daddy, we tell her?” My 
daughter, in her two- year- old understanding, knew that if we could 
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see someone’s pain and knew where healing could be found, then we 
had to let them know. She knew that this woman was not exempt 
from freedom and love. And I had to believe that she was created 
to bear the image of God just as I or anyone else was. This became 
not only a conversion moment for me but also the foundation of our 
ministry with those in addictions here in the DTES: know people’s 
names; see and acknowledge their pain; offer the healing that is in 
the gospel; and work together to see the full restoration of the image 
of God in one another.

Our community has not always done this faithfully or well. We 
have learned that the best thing we can offer a hurting world is the 
willingness to submit our own pain and sin to the cleansing and heal-
ing work of the gospel. We have realized, painfully, that we are up 
against a whole broken and dislocated system, and that this disloca-
tion exists every bit as much inside the church as outside it. Yet we 
are convinced that meeting real heartbrokenness with the real love 
and presence of Jesus is the true work of recovery, pastoral care, and 
Christian community.

What to Do?

1. Read your neighborhood. This involves prayer- walking the 
streets and asking questions of neighbors, business owners, and any-
one who is invested in your part of town. Find out people’s hopes and 
fears for the neighborhood. Ask what they think about or know about 
addictions in the neighborhood and do some demographic research 
to get some real stats. See if you can identify some clear evidence of 
a dislocated society.35

2. Look for the person of  peace. Luke 10:1–16 contains Jesus’s in-
structions to his disciples on mission. They were to look for a person 
of peace, someone who would welcome them and offer hospitality. 
We can do that in our own neighborhoods. Be attentive to who of-
fers you hospitality and seek to accept it with humility. This can be 
a good way to learn things about your community that you did not 
know before and can lead to friendships that bring peace to a larger, 
more diverse group of people.

B r o k e n  a n d  B l e s s e d 
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