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  For every prodigal child headed in the direction of home
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  But when he came to himself he said, “How many of my father’s hired hands have bread enough and to spare, but here I am dying of hunger! I will get up and go to my father, and I will say to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your hired hands.’” So he set off and went to his father.


  LUKE 15:17-20


  To go forth now from all the entanglement that is ours and yet not ours, that, like the water in an old well,reflects us in fragments, distorts what we are.


  RAINER MARIA RILKE
“THE DEPARTURE OF THE PRODIGAL SON”


  
Introduction


  So he set off and went to his father. But while he was still far off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and kissed him. Then the son said to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son.” But the father said to his slaves, “Quickly, bring out a robe—the best one—and put it on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate; for this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!” And they began to celebrate.


  LUKE 15:20-24
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  THIS BOOK IS MEANT FOR THOSE WHO DREAM of a prodigal future for their church.


  But what, you may wonder, is a “prodigal future”?


  The story that Jesus tells in the fifteenth chapter of Luke helps to answer this question. The story, best known as “the parable of the prodigal son,” is about a younger son who disgraces his father by running away from home and recklessly squandering his whole inheritance on booze and sex.


  But the story is also about an older son, who despite fulfilling his duties as the elder child and going through the motions of a morally upright, responsible life, is equally lost and in need of being found by the life-giving grace of an extravagantly generous God.


  And the story is most essentially about a prodigal God—a God who will spend all he has to recover lost children and expects nothing in return. This truth is at the heart of the gospel and is central to what Christians call “grace.” In his book The Prodigal God: Recovering the Heart of the Christian Faith, New York Times best-selling author Tim Keller puts it this way: “If the teaching of Jesus is likened to a lake, this famous Parable of the Prodigal Son would be one of the clearest spots where we can see all the way to the bottom.” At the bottom of that lake is a “God of Great Expenditures.”1 A God who greets long-lost children with great big bear hugs and throws lavish parties to welcome them home. A God who is uninhibited in dispensing grace.


  As it turns out, both the shiftless younger son who wanders back, tail between the legs, and the responsible older son, who wallows in self-righteousness, depend on that grace. Both of the brothers have taken wrong turns down dead-end streets, and both need their father’s gracious redirecting back to where the party is. But the older son doesn’t know it quite yet.


  The recovery-minded church, in contrast, knows where the party is—and wants to host the party: receiving those on the path to recovery and celebrating their homecomings, giving them a place to call home where they can discover—and recover—their true identity as beloved children of God. Recovery-minded churches are prodigal churches (I will use these two terms interchangeably at times): they celebrate God’s mission of healing and restoration in this world, because that’s what the prodigal God is all about—and because that’s where the joy, laughter and life are. So recovery-minded churches are those busy hanging “Welcome Home” signs and stringing up balloons, or manning the grill while picking out dance tunes. They’re the communities that wayward children know they can go to and be received with open arms, regardless of where they’ve been.


  So this book is for those who dream of a prodigal future for their church and seek the tools for their own spiritual transformation in the form of vibrant, radically loving relationships with the addicts in their pews and just outside their doors.


  In giving you tools for doing this, I want to say what this book will not do. It will not give you directions about how to set up an addiction recovery program in your church. The concluding appendix will connect you with helpful resources that can jumpstart you in this endeavor; but the approach here is not programmatically prescriptive or a one-size-fits-all model for doing addiction recovery work. Instead, the insights in this book are meant to jump-start discernment about what being in relational outreach to addicts might look like in your unique church context; the questions answered here are a way of easing, if not entirely dismantling, the obstacles that rank-and-file churches face in approaching the task of loving and encouraging addicts on the road to recovery. In other words, if you’re looking to be in grace-filled, transformational relationships with a greatly overlooked but huge segment of the American population, this book is your toolkit.


  The Distant Country of Addiction


  Few things better encapsulate the parable of the prodigal son and the general condition of human lostness to which it speaks than the blight of addiction today. In his book The Return of the Prodigal Son, author Henri Nouwen writes:


  “Addiction” might be the best word to explain the lostness that so deeply permeates society. Our addictions make us cling to what the world proclaims as the keys to self-fulfillment: accumulation of wealth and power; attainment of status and admiration; lavish consumption of food and drink, and sexual gratification without distinguishing between lust and love. These addictions create expectations that can’t but fail to satisfy our deepest needs. As long as we live within the world’s delusions, our addictions condemn us to futile quests in “the distant country,” leaving us to face an endless series of dis­illusionments while our sense of self remains unfulfilled. In these days of increasing addictions, we have wandered far away from our Father’s home. The addicted life can aptly be designated a life lived in “a distant country.” It is from there that our cry for deliverance rises up.2


  If addiction is that distant country in which many addicts find themselves, then what might “home” be? What if home were your church—or if addicts showed up on Sunday morning thinking it was? Would you be ready to receive addicts in your pews? Are you equipped for the task of loving addicts into recovery and throughout that journey? Do you have the necessary tools to help your congregation become a prodigal community that, like the God it worships, will be extravagant in loving children God seeks to restore?


  
    
      Addiction recovery is more than a referral to the closest AA group. It is a one-of-a-kind opportunity for a whole community of wayward children to be transformed by the grace of a wildly-in-love-with-you God.
    

  


  Addiction recovery is more than a referral to the closest AA group. It is a one-of-a-kind opportunity for a whole community of wayward children to be transformed by the grace of a wildly-in-love-with-you God.


  I have designed this book as a toolkit to help you encourage, plan for and celebrate the homecomings of recovering addicts, which in this country means finding ways to be in relational outreach to an estimated 30 percent of the population who struggle with some form of addiction. Here is how this staggering estimate was calculated:


  
    	At least 6 percent of Americans struggle with some form of sexual addiction.


    	Approximately 10 percent have drug or alcohol addictions.


    	Around 7.5 percent exhibit some form of an eating disorder.


    	Some 5 percent are compulsive shoppers.


    	At least 1 percent are pathological gamblers.

  


  Add these numbers together, and you’re in the whereabouts of 30 percent.3 The estimate is conservative, because many of those struggling with addiction will never report their struggles out of fear or shame, or they will become casualties of their addiction before they can get the help they need.


  Social scientist, therapist and founder of The Daring Way, Brené Brown, whose TED talks on shame and the power of vulnerability have reached millions of online viewers, describes our plight this way: “We are the most in-debt, obese, addicted and medicated adult cohort in US history.”4


  So the distant country of addiction is vast and maybe not so distant as your church may be inclined to think: it may be as close as your own nose.


  What Sets This Book Apart: Your Toolkit


  If the story of the prodigal son is ultimately a story about a prodigal God who lavishly forgives detours and wrong turns—a God for whom “recovery” isn’t just about getting clean but about finding wholeness, restored relationships and the joy of being truly alive—then churches seeking to know and love this prodigal God need to love and learn from people with addiction and to be part of the beautiful work of restoration that God is doing through faith-based recovery.


  This book is the fruit of the conviction that when more and more churches have the information and tools they need to understand addiction and the recovery process, and when more and more churches embrace addicts and families in recovery, and when they peel back the layers of their own hidden addictions, churches will encounter the prodigal God they serve in powerful, transformative ways. And maybe, in the process, God will begin to fill the addiction treatment gap in this country—one addict, one family, one church at a time—and, as those in recovery have come to know, one day at a time. (For more on the nature of the addiction treatment gap, see chapter five.)


  This book belongs to that vision and to that prayer, as a go-to manual on faith-based addiction recovery for church leaders and their congregations. In the chapters to come, you’ll see answers to some of the questions you yourself have probably asked about addiction and addiction recovery. That’s because the questions answered here are ones real church leaders are asking.


  I surveyed an ecumenical focus group of one hundred church leaders (both lay and ordained) to discover the biggest obstacles they face in loving and ministering to people with addictions. The results of that survey, shared in the course of this book, may surprise you. Each chapter addresses the very real questions, quandaries and gaps in education or experience among today’s church leaders, with biblically grounded insights and practically accessible tips for making your congregation a recovery-friendly community for addicts. The questions at the end of each chapter are intended for small groups, Bible studies, local church book clubs and governing bodies—as a way to live into your shared future as a prodigal church.


  The Recovery-Minded Church also presents a challenge—and an invitation. Until now, addiction recovery has remained largely uncharted territory for far too many churches across this country, as results from my survey confirm. Congregations may host Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) and other twelve-step recovery groups in their basements, but beyond that, far too many ministers and laypeople are ill-equipped to know what to do if the same addicts in those basement meetings show up in church on Sunday morning or join a Sunday school class, asking for help in the recovery process. Similarly, seminaries provide limited training, if any, in addiction counseling and recovery. Yet many people struggling with addiction are looking to the church for answers. This book will equip you and your congregation for meeting addicts and their families where they are and journeying with them in their homecomings.


  The chapters that follow will lay out a clinically informed, biblical and theological framework for loving the addicts in your midst, along with practical tools and strategies to help you in this endeavor. The chapters in section 1 will outfit you with practical tools for loving the people with addiction in your midst. The chapters in section 2 will equip you with tips and practices for building a recovery-friendly church. The appendix will inform you on various addiction-related offerings, such as Christian treatment programs, recovery groups, websites and suggested readings. The appendix also includes detailed information on the various addictions you may encounter.


  My Own Journey with Addicts and Addiction


  Growing up in a recovery-friendly home and following in a long line of ministers on both sides of my family, I was probably destined for the work I now do directing faith-based clinical programming in the areas of addiction recovery and mental health.


  The story of how I landed in recovery ministry begins with the influence of my father. In the 1980s, my dad, a minister, became friends with a parishioner named Bill. Bill was an old-timer in AA, having remained sober years after his plane was shot down in World War II. Bill took my dad, a nonalcoholic, to his first AA meeting. Soon after, my dad began regularly attending meetings and working the program. He even found a sponsor. My dad realized that AA and twelve-step programs taught lessons applicable to all of us, whether or not we struggle with addiction.


  My dad and Bill were soon hosting faith-based AA meetings in our church. As a young teenager, I would go to some of those meetings and hang out with the smokers outside. I distinctly remember that anyone and everyone was welcome and that it was not out of the norm to see more than a hundred people from the community gathering regularly to talk about their recovery from addiction.


  Within this context, addicts and alcoholics were not “bad” people or “less than” others; they were my teachers, mentors, friends and family who just happened to suffer from a disease for which they were seeking help. These same relationships not only helped to keep me away from drugs as a teenager and young adult, they also introduced me to a gentler form of Christian ministry birthed out of humility, compassion, historic Christian spirituality and unconditional love.


  Following college and a brief stint in teaching, I entered ministry. After completing a master’s degree in counseling psychology, I took a job with my church’s counseling center. The heavy recovery emphasis and twelve-step approach there shaped my counseling of addicts and people with mental illness from a variety of religious backgrounds.


  Since 2008, I have been working again in the behavioral health and substance abuse field, first as a chaplain, then as a certified addictions professional and now as a director of faith-based clinical programming. As program director, I am charged with overseeing the clinical treatment of clients, who are usually struggling with drug or alcohol addictions.


  Through my extensive work in the field of faith-based recovery, I have come to believe there is no one-size-fits-all approach for churches seeking to be in relational outreach to people with addictions. For example, choosing the right recovery program to partner with or to send struggling addicts to can depend on your congregational context and the demographics of the people and community you serve. This book stops short of prescribing any one approach or program in Christian recovery over another. (If you’re looking for treatment programs and recovery meeting resources in your area, as well as other helpful resources, see the comprehensive list in the appendix.) But my experience in the world of addiction recovery has convinced me of the lifesaving importance both of connecting addicts with supportive faith communities that can provide a spiritual home and of connecting faith communities with the addicts in their midst.


  Your Invitation to the Party


  Today the God we read about in parables is still running out to greet prodigal children with big bear hugs and a wide-eyed grin. Finding lost people, restoring broken lives, celebrating homecomings—this is what God wants for addicts; these are God’s plans for them. And God’s ways, in addition to being higher than ours, are often surprising. They might not be safe, predictable or comfortable.


  
    
      The disease of addiction, for all the pain and damage it causes, is an invitation to see this prodigal God in action. The question is, will we?
    

  


  The disease of addiction, for all the pain and damage it causes, is an invitation to see this prodigal God in action. The question is, will we? Will we as the church step out of our comfort zones into uncharted territory that will at times be unpredictable and even scary for us? Or will we, like the older son, gloat, sulk and stomp off in resentment? Would we rather be party poopers or partygoers, estranged children or reconciled ones?


  The recovering addicts are at the party. They are enjoying a raucous hoopla with their long-lost dad (the prodigal God). They know that nobody sets out to become an addict, which is why grace is an even bigger deal for those who once were lost but now are found (in the words of the old, familiar hymn).


  So they’re getting down with gusto and moving to the liberating rhythms of God’s new life.


  They’re living in the space of recovery—the now of the celebration, the exhilaration of a resurrected life.


  They’re experiencing God’s grace, and it’s better than any cheap thrill or fleeting high.


  Want to join them? Then read on.


  Discussion Questions


  
    	Read the parable of the prodigal son in Luke 15. Where do you see yourself and/or your church in the story? Are you the prodigal son or the older brother? Or can you identify more with the father? What new thing might the parable be saying to you personally or to your church in relation to where the life of the party is?


    	Does the term “prodigal church” resonate for you? Why or why not? Does it scare you? Why or why not?


    	What do you make of Brené Brown’s conclusion that Americans are “the most in-debt, obese, addicted and medicated adult cohort in US history”? How have you experienced this to be true in your own life? In the lives of those around you? What might it look like for your church to minister more effectively to this population?

  


  



  



  Section 1


  Tools for Loving

  People with Addiction
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Responding to Addiction


  The breaking of so great a thing should make a greater crack.


  WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
ANTONY AND CLEOPATRA
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  THE FUTURE CAN TIPTOE IN ANY DAY: One morning you’re leading worship, and in he walks, clearly high on something. Or you are in the office of the suburban church that you pastor, preparing for Sunday’s sermon, and she knocks on your door, asking for advice about her husband’s compulsive use of porn. Or your worship leader begins showing up to practice with the smell of liquor on his breath.


  Any number of real-life scenarios can propel your congregation into its prodigal future. The question is not whether you will encounter addicted people, but how you will respond when you encounter them. Will you encounter addicts with an effective pastoral response that points them in the direction of recovery—or not?


  Chances are that when one of these situations or a variation of them occurs, your first and most pressing question will be “How can I get this person into recovery?” And if you are asking this question, you are not alone. My survey of one hundred church leaders found this question to be the one that most plagues church leaders—next to its corollary, “How do I help an addict stay in recovery?” This chapter offers some answers.


  The Essential Prep Work First


  Far too often, even the most experienced pastoral caregivers with all the right recovery resources at their fingertips view their main task at this juncture as one of providing one or more referrals, such as to the local AA/NA group or a therapist. And knowing whom to refer to, so that addicts can connect with the right providers who can help, is a very important part of the answer.


  But too often church leaders’ care for addicts ends with this referral step. Sometimes the referral can serve as a convenient way to hand off a thorny pastoral problem to the “real pros.” Busy pastors already have a multitude of other pressing concerns on their plates, and pastoral dealings with addicts can be messy and inconvenient. Beyond this, a church leader often feels less equipped than a trained clinician to deal with all the issues that might arise, so there is a certain level of comfort in knowing that the matter is now in the hands of a specialist. This feeling is not just understandable but even commendable to a degree. Pastors should not have to be, or expect to be, the experts on every issue that walks through their door, addiction included. Connections with trusted Christian recovery programs in your area, AA groups and therapists are essential, and you may find some in your own congregation.


  Still, I want to correct the knee-jerk assumption that loving the addicts in your midst ends with a referral to the pros or a twelve-step group. When the homeless stranger on crack sits down in your pew or when a spouse unburdens the secret she has kept hidden all these years or when your worship leader shows up late to practice for the umpteenth time with liquor on his breath, that is actually just the beginning, not the end, of an opportunity to encounter the prodigal God who loves you beyond your wildest imagination. This critical first encounter with the problem of addiction in your midst can be the start of a life-giving transformation that happens not just in the life of the addict seeking your help but also in the very DNA of your congregation.


  Such transformation is not essentially about learning to minister to an at-risk population. At its heart, this process of growing in God’s grace is ultimately about tapping into your community’s potential to be transformed into prodigal people by the grace of a prodigal God. And this ongoing journey can’t be reduced to a quick fix (pun intended) in the form of a referral.


  
    
      When addicts are not just the heroin pushers or prescription pill junkies “out there,” but are in our pews and among us, we are in the right position to begin helping addicts step into recovery.
    

  


  Transformation happens when we see our own crippling brokenness and need for God’s grace in the face and story of the addict in front of us. When addicts are not just the heroin pushers or prescription pill junkies “out there,” but are in our pews and among us, we are in the right position to begin helping addicts step into recovery. And this identification can’t be emphasized enough: my own secret cravings, patterns of self-destructive behavior and unchecked forms of consumption (of money, power, approval—you name it) may not manifest themselves in quite the same way as those of the crack addict in front of me, but they fall within the same realm of human bondage. So getting addicts into recovery means first standing in solidarity with addicts, recognizing that their plight and their stories are hitched to our own and in many ways are similar.


  Few characters better embody the nature of addiction than the slimy underworld creature, Gollum, in J. R. R. Tolkien’s fantasy series The Lord of the Rings. Gollum was once a man, but an obsession with a ring that makes him invisible has turned him into a sniveling, grasping, enslaved wretch, part man, part animal. Gollum’s pathetic, groveling submission to this one thing, the ring, and his willingness to do anything to have “My Precious,” causes repulsion even as it can strike a chord of recognition: at least a little bit of Gollum is in each of us.


  A similar dynamic can play out in how we relate to people with addictions. If we are preparing to help an addict into recovery and find ourselves dealing with intense feelings of revulsion and disgust toward his compulsive behaviors, we have not done the hard work of looking at our own inner Gollum and sizing it up for what it is: a dehumanizing compulsion to choose our own enslavement over the Spirit’s life-giving freedom. Chances are, too, that the greater the repulsion, the greater the externalizing of that inner Gollum.


  Philosopher Francis Seeburger at the University of Denver describes the dynamic this way:


  At least part of what makes us react with such abhorrence to images of the depths of addiction, refusing to admit any community with addicts who have plumbed those depths, is our hidden fear that we are like them, or might become so, if we relax our vigilance. Perhaps we can, in fact, all too easily imagine ourselves in their places. Perhaps that is really what frightens us so.1


  Effectiveness at getting an addict into recovery thus first requires some rigorous interior work done either alone with God or, preferably, with a close friend or accountability partner, before all else. The following components can belong to this spiritually formative process:


  Make a moral inventory. A good place to start, if you are not already doing this daily work in your personal devotional life, is to “make a searching and fearless written moral inventory of yourself,” to paraphrase step four of AA’s twelve steps.2 Here you are examining the messes in your own life and the areas where your soul needs a bit of housekeeping work. You may have issues with anger or fear or the use of your sexuality. In recovery groups like AA, step 4 usually takes place in the context of working with a sponsor, someone who’s further along in the working of the twelve steps; so, in the spirit of the twelve-step model, this work should be done with at least one other person, like a close accountability partner or spiritual mentor or director.


  If this exercise in introspection seems daunting at first, some resources can jump-start and guide the process. The eighteenth-century theologian John Wesley’s “22 Questions,” developed for the sake of private daily devotional use by members of Wesley’s Holy Clubs—small groups committed to encouraging one another in the pursuit of a sanctified life—are one helpful tool; they are also easily accessible online. The Alcohol Addiction Foundation has also made a handy worksheet with a checklist for approaching step 4.3


  An exercise in ruthless inspection before even approaching the task of getting other addicts into recovery is also in keeping with the advice of Jesus himself: to take the plank out of our own eye before taking the speck out of our neighbor’s (see Matthew 7:5). We all have at least one plank to assess and unload in the light of God’s tender love for us. Writing out a list of these things can help us to look them squarely in the eye. So ask yourself whom you resent. Do you find yourself harboring anger toward something or someone, and if so, why? What groups of people do you resent? Who has wronged you? Who do you need to forgive? What have you “done and left undone” (a phrase from The Book of Common Prayer)?


  Review fears. Now review your fears. What keeps you awake at night, and what is the source of that fear? Where do you most seek to control outcomes in your life, and how? Do you worry about finances, a relationship or your reputation? If so, these things may be, metaphorically, idols that you need to let go of and let God replace. If addiction is in fact “a disorder of worship,” as some contemporary Christian scholars have called it—or if addiction is a matter of “disordered loves,” to borrow St. Augustine’s language—then unveiling these misplaced objects of love will help reorder priorities, so that God is at the center rather than at the outskirts. These blockages to real connection (with God and, in turn, with neighbor and self) may be feeding unhealthy patterns of behavior. Again, write these things down.


  Identify false gods. Identifying the false gods that dictate how we live our lives is, as psychologist Ed Welch and pastor Gary Steven Shogren suggest, to fill in the blank in the following statement: “If only I had ___________, I’d be happy.”4 Alternatively, ask yourself what in your life, if you lost it, would cause you the greatest grief.


  Look at intimate relationships. Finally, take a look at your intimate relationships (both past and present), and ask yourself where you have been hurt or caused hurt to others. Many addicts have experienced childhood trauma like physical, verbal, emotional, spiritual or sexual abuse. Such things need to be addressed (if they have not been already), ideally with the help of a good therapist. In this step, you will also need to scrutinize the places where you have been inconsiderate or disingenuous toward others. How have you used your sexuality to harm others?


  This is not the time for moralizing, but for gentle, honest and rigorous introspection. Because twelve-step programs like AA seek to create a nonjudgmental environment and because they view problems with sex as on par with other problems, AA will not make your sexual choices and behaviors a litmus test for membership by ranking it above other issues.5 A review of your most intimate relationships within the context of step 4 is really about uncovering another dimension of your recovery by shedding light on your addictive thoughts and behaviors.


  Following the above steps will allow you to assess what one thing, or two or three, you have pursued over and above a connection with God. We need to be brutally honest about these things. Do you find yourself constantly obsessing about a particular thing—like that bonus at work or a new car? Maybe you catch yourself paying more attention to your iPhone than to the person in front of you.


  If a personal inventory unearths certain unhealthy behavioral patterns, that’s because nobody is invulnerable to addictive tendencies, regardless of where they fall on the continuum. So continue to ask God on a daily basis to reveal the fault lines in your soul that keep you from finding real freedom in the Spirit and deeper relationship with the One who most wants you to be happy, joyous and free. God will show you the areas where you, too, display addictive tendencies or compulsions, a clear measure of which will be the humble recognition that addicts are not “over there” but right here in our midst, among us, and even in the mirror.


  In this way, our own homecomings are inextricably bound with those of the addicts we hope to help recover. And the adventure, messiness, joy and heartache—both the risks and the possibilities of a shared journey together—really begin with the question “How do I help this person get into recovery?” As is the case with most journeys, there are some ways you can prepare while surrendering the rest to the guidance of the Holy Spirit. Soulful, meditative preparation is just the first of a number of things you will need for your journey home to the heart of God—but it is arguably the most important.


  
    
      Our own homecomings are inextricably bound with those of the addicts we hope to help recover. And the adventure, messiness, joy and heartache really begin with the question “How do I help this person get into recovery?”
    

  


  Recognizing and Identifying Addiction


  Once you have inventoried your own issues, you are ready to begin the next step of helping addicts get into recovery. This step entails becoming familiar with the signs of addiction and the forms addiction can take. The summary that appears in the appendix can help, with the disclaimer that it is meant to be an introduction for laypeople and is by no means clinically exhaustive. Some recovery centers also offer free assessments for people who are unsure whether they or a loved one has an addiction, so you might consider connecting with one or two such treatment programs in your area.


  The main thing to look for when identifying whether an addiction is at play is a repetitive behavior (be it drug use, sex or exercise) linked to a cycle of cravings and withdrawal that causes negative life consequences. Over time, as addicts build tolerance to a particular drug or behavior, they start craving more of it to get the same high, doing whatever they can to have their “drug” of choice, despite the consequences. And their cravings and withdrawal can manifest as a loss of control and responsibility.
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