Pastor Letter: Wrestling with Addictions (7/30/22)
Normally when I attempt to discern a subject for this weekly Pastor’s Letter, I try to select something that is interesting, light-hearted, a personal nugget of my life, but yet relative to the theme of my sermon based on the lectionary scriptural passages.  This week the letter’s subject matter is a bit on the heavy side due to the gravity of the underlying lessons within our Biblical passages from Hosea and Colossians.  
One common ministry that has developed in my two full-time called pastorates has been in the area of addictions.  Although both congregations were leery if not out right opposed to the introduction of twelve step programs within the bounds of the church building, they gave permission for these weekly gatherings.  Leaders of the twelve step programs are normally suspicious of asking churches to allow them to hold weekly meetings in their facilities because of the historical ways they have been treated, but they usually find religious organizations are more economical than secular meeting spaces.  I have observed first hand how congregations have acted in very unchristian manners toward these individuals, who are struggling with various addictions.
I attempted to make my presence known and extend pleasant greetings when these 12 step programs were meeting in our church building.  I have participated in weekly meetings, meals, and special gatherings of these organizations when invited.  Our two churches have hosted Alcoholics Anonymous, Narcotics Anonymous, and Alanon programs.  In both congregations I have researched the secret meeting places of Sex Anonymous for individuals who were wrestling with this addiction.  Both congregations opened the door for Weight Watchers weekly meetings.
One of the steps of the recovery of addiction is to reach out to a higher power in order to help the addict to overcome the evil shackles of addiction.  These programs realize that an addict cannot overcome their addiction problems without spiritual and human assistance.  These programs also assign each participant a recovering sponsor who knows the struggles of the addict and is available for support anytime the addict finds themselves in a time of trial, temptation, and weakness. 
Human beings are a sinful lot who attempt to handle life’s trials and tribulations with their own self-centered mortal powers.  When these efforts fail, they turn to some sort of self-medicating remedy to nullify the pain of disappointment.  Our Old Testament lesson from the prophet, Hosea, describes how the Israelites turned their backs on God time after time, “When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son.  The more I called them, the more they went from me; they kept sacrificing to the Baals, and offering incense to idols,” (11:1-2). 
This passage informs us that although the Israelites had broken their covenant with Almighty God and the Lord intended to bring harsh judgment upon his wayward children, his divine love for them prevented their complete destruction.  Hosea records these words of God, “My heart recoils within me; my compassion grows warm and tender.  I will not execute my fierce anger; I will not again destroy Ephraim; for I am God and no mortal, the Holy One in your midst, and I will not come in wrath,” (vv. 8-9).

Many addicts find themselves in the same position as the wayward Israelites who strayed away from God.  When an addict attempts to recover from their addictions, they soon come to realize that those problems that caused themselves to self-medicate are still waiting to be addressed.  The only means out of their self-induced pit of destruction is to allow a divine light to expel the evil darkness and break their captivating chains.
In the apostle Paul’s letter to the church at Colosse, he instructs his readers how to overcome those captivating chains with which evil has shackled us.  He writes, “So if you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God.  Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth,” (Col. 3:1-2).
Each addict has an individual trigger that initiates those feelings of weakness, trial, and temptations.  It can be a sound, smell, visual image, memory, or mental picture that recreates those personal desires for the need for self-medication.  
Recently a person that I had been counseling for many years called me seeking physical, emotional, and spiritual help.  This person had many individual problems, attended AA meetings for years, sponsored several people in AA, NA programs, and was currently visiting a Christian counselor.  For some strange and unknown reason his personal triggers had become very powerful in his daily routine.  Attending multiple AA meetings, communication with the sponsor, and sessions with the Christian counselor had become ineffective with his recovery process and mitigating these triggers.  
Knowing this person’s background, I suggested that when the individual trigger appeared, that a new spiritual mental image was verbalized.  My intention was to replace the trigger of temptation with a divine mental image that would initiate the spiritual help of the triune God.  In a time of temptation, this person could invoke the Biblical words of Paul who wrote, “Seek the things that are above…Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth,” (vv.1-2).
This spiritual suggestion must have worked because I have not been contacted lately.  When times of temptation develop in your own life, feel free to use this counsel to allow a divine light to expel the evil darkness and break your own captivating chains. 
Our earthly struggle with dying to the old sinful self and embracing the new Christian lifestyle is a constant battle with the ever-prevalent forces of evil.  Rember the words of the apostle Paul, who instructed us, “Put to death, therefore, whatever in you is earthly: fornication, impurity, passion, evil desire, and greed (which is idolatry),” (v 5).  He also wrote, “You must get rid of all such things—anger, wrath, malice, slander, and abusive language from your mouth. Do not lie to one another,” (vv. 8-9).  These words are easy to place unto a written page and easy to read, but they are very difficult to put into active practice in our daily walk with the Lord.  
Remember the words of Hosea who records how much Almighty God loves you and Paul who records how a loving Heavenly Father sent his Son and our risen Lord to set you free from every form of evil bondage that would hold you captive.  
I trust you will also develop a heavenly and spiritual image that you can speak out loud when you need to remain focused on the things from above when the evil and earthly situations raise their ugly heads.  
God loves you very much and wants to set you free from all earthly addictions.

Pastor Larry
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