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    Foreword




    T. C. Ryan makes of his personal experience—as a sexual addict and as one resurrected from addiction—the “case study” of a genuinely important book.




    He speaks with a bold, dead-on honesty, precisely because he has become honest with himself. He need not hide what he no longer hides from himself. And his care for those who will read this book, who well may learn from his experience, compels him to be truthful. If he were not, other addicts might recognize the lie (lies they tell themselves) and dismiss the value. He might be for them a brother in the addiction but a pretender in the healing. I honor Ryan for his forthrightness as much as I love him for his ascension from the addiction.




    On the other hand, Ashamed No More will not satisfy the voyeur. He does not write steamy scenes. He writes, rather, with a penetrating accuracy about what it means to be a sexual addict.




    He explains the causes of such addictions. But his explanations are not excuses.




    He presents the behaviors of the addict—in order to disclose the walls an addict raises around his or her shame and in order to root down to the reasons of the behavior.




    And he interprets the reasons not only in psychological terms but in terms profoundly theological. For the roots reach into a darkness which all of us (if we are bold enough) can discover in ourselves.




    For Ryan, the Bible is the source both of understanding and of healing. The Bible and many other Christian resources. Where is Jesus in this drama? What is the spiritual stage upon which the drama is played out? How many acts does the drama have? How do Christian communities serve the addict who yearns to rise up and out of the morass?




    The steps toward transformation: they are not merely “do this” and then “do that,” and then you are there. They are not a practical sequence of admonitions, as though the addict might follow the sort of regimen a bodybuilder follows. Transformation is an organic process: soul-activity, God-communications, setbacks, anguish, moments of astonished surprise, moments of speechless gratitude, ongoing, ongoing.




    Ryan opens up the whole process to those who are not addicted but who participate in the addictions of others or who would help the addict. Moreover, he involves whole communities in his study. And his theologies are of wonderful value to any Christian anywhere, since the addict’s experience becomes a metaphor that illuminates significant elements of everyone’s spiritual life.




    I can think of no one better than Ryan to examine the broken soul: well-read, blessed with an uncommon intelligence, pastoral, compassionate, forgiven and full of forgiveness.




    




    Walter Wangerin Jr.


  




  

    Preface




    I spent over forty years in a wilderness. I was a successful church planter, a good pastor and a good preacher. But those elements aren’t adequate to summarize my journey. In the wilderness of wandering and struggle, of serving and shortcuts, God planted within me the desire for wholeness, for an integrated life. And as he has with so many others, God has graciously taken the broken pieces of my life and begun a miraculous work of transformation.




    My particular wilderness was characterized by many things, but one dominant feature in the landscape of my struggle was compulsive sexual behavior. The fact that I was (and am) a sex addict made my journey harder and lonelier. It’s very difficult and intimidating to share my story, but I offer it to help others who are dying in similar wildernesses today. And they are many.




    In fact, we have an enormous problem. About ten years ago, pornography was a 57-billion-dollar, worldwide industry, and 12 billion of this amount was U.S. revenue. Now, if you’re like me, big numbers like these don’t mean much, because you can’t relate to them. So look at it this way: The 12 billion Americans spent on porn every year was more than the combined revenues of all professional football, baseball and basketball franchises. It was more than the combined revenues of ABC, CBS and NBC.[1]




    As of 2003, 2.5 billion dollars of the 12 billion Americans spent went to Internet pornography. At that time 25 percent of total search engine requests were porn-related and 12 percent of all websites were pornographic. Child pornography was generating 3 billion dollars annually, and 90 percent of 8- to 16-year-olds had viewed porn online (most of them while doing homework).[2] By the time you read these numbers, they are considerably dated, and the current reality is likely much more advanced.




    These statistics are strong indicators of one particularly virulent aspect of our culture of consumerism. The questions we need to address are why we consume so many forms of sexual expression, and what effect our increasing appetite for sex has on us as individuals and as a society.




    While some mental health experts still debate whether compulsive abuse of one’s own sexuality should be classified as an addiction or not, and while late-night comedians continue to make fun of the public figures who are caught in the struggle with their compulsive sexual behavior, the onslaught of America continues. The father of sex-addiction research, Patrick Carnes, estimated years ago that 6 to 10 percent of the U.S. adult population was sexually addicted. It’s clear that today that number is more around 40 percent.[3] That is a huge, huge number. We are facing a debilitating social epidemic. And a domain once believed to belong to males has clearly become occupied by both men and women. Internet pornography is a significant factor in causing increasing numbers of women to struggle with sexual addiction.




    One might hope that those who are working on their spirituality—those in the church, for instance—are faring better than the rest at handling such a difficult challenge. Tragically, that is not the case. For instance, one study revealed that 53 percent of Promise Keepers men (men attending rallies and meetings to help them develop healthy male spirituality and devotion) admitted to viewing pornography the previous week.[4] In her remarkable book, No Stones, author Marnie Ferree pulled back the shroud over women afflicted by sex addiction. She cites a 2006 poll in which 20 percent of Christian women reported an addiction to porn.[5]




    One of the increasingly debilitating behaviors in this technologically driven age is the use of chat rooms. Ferree tells us that of the many women who move from viewing Internet pornography to visiting chat rooms, many of them develop cyber relationships online and almost 80 percent of women in sex-oriented chat rooms go on to meet their chat partners.[6] We have an enormous problem, and we don’t seem to know what to do about it.




    As a man who has struggles with lust and pornography, I want to apologize to women in general and specifically to all the women in my life. Porn and lust and compulsive behaviors give lie to the powerful reality that women are created in the image of God, bearing the Creator’s qualities of nurture and vulnerability, beauty and maternal warmth, intelligence and connection. As sexual brokenness comes as a result of intimacy impairment, so often our acting out is a result of longing for the intangibles which sex can never meet, but deep down we intuitively understand that we long for.




    The next generation is under siege. Today a nine-year-old boy will receive an email image on his own cell phone that contains images of men and women sexually abusing each other. He will not know how to process it, but will receive the message that “this is what adults do; this is what sex is.” Today an eleven-year-old girl will perform a sexual act on an older boy because she is being taught in this culture that her value exists in using her person and sexuality to service others. These are not extreme examples; they are ordinary. They are happening many times every day.




    I don’t pretend to have all the answers for what we need to do. Nor is it my place to reform the church in the area of sexual brokenness. But I have a story, and it’s more about God and who he is than about me, and it’s more about hope when there is no hope than it is about me. It’s about grace and the power of God to reach and change a life when there is no human hope that such a thing is possible.




    I’m sharing my story—and the thoughts I have because of it—to encourage those who are facing huge personal challenges and are losing hope. Some of you who read these words may be older, like me, and so worn by the struggle that you’re close to giving up. Some of you who are younger aren’t so worn down or afraid, but you’re beginning to sense that you’re in deep trouble. Some of you are in professional ministry or are preparing for it, and the dichotomy of your call and your compulsion are eating away at you.




    If you match any of those descriptions, you are struggling with a hidden self and with shame—like I did for so long—and you don’t know what to do. I’m writing to say that there is real hope in the midst of real struggle. Sometimes it doesn’t come around very fast. Often, when it does come around, we’re not open to it. But still there is hope for all of us. If you find your life is difficult, you’re not alone. And you won’t always be where it seems you are right now.




    There are others I hope benefit from these words of mine. Some of you have friends or family in trouble with compulsive behaviors, and you don’t know what to do. Those of us who make up the church are firmly in that group whether we know it or not. I am also writing for those who are responsible for our seminaries, Bible schools and the institutions which govern and direct the church and her ministries. I hope my experiences and observations are useful to you as you offer guidance and care for others.




    I am a man who has throughout most of his adult life made bad choices, persisted in bad behaviors and cultivated bad patterns. These all resulted in bad consequences that I worked hard to deserve. But in spite of my brokenness and stubbornness, God has been tenaciously kind to me. Because of the love and pitying mercy of God and the unflagging support of my spouse and closest friends, I am today a humbled man who more often than not makes good choices, repeats good behaviors and is cultivating good patterns of living.




    Some months after I left both the ministry and the church my wife and I had planted nineteen years earlier, I was deep into the most intensive psychotherapy I could imagine. My soul was bare and my feelings were raw. I spent part of one day lying on the floor, trying to remember what my name was. Early one morning I was sitting in our study, a lit votive candle before me illuminating an icon of Christ. After my opening prayers, I began to read the daily texts from the St. James Daily Devotional Guide for the Christian Year, one of which was Luke 22. The words of verse 31 came off the page. My eyes locked on the letters, and I felt the Holy Spirit telling me to pay special attention to them.




    Simon, Simon, Satan has asked to sift you as wheat.




    But I have prayed for you, Simon, that your faith may


    not fail.




    And when you have turned back, strengthen your brothers.


    (niv 1984)




    Ashamed No More is a part of my effort to be obedient to that word. In the sifting that has been part of my life, I have been found to be terribly broken—and wildly loved. I write for my brothers and sisters who are suffering greatly today, for those suffering with them and for those who would make the church a safer place for honest strugglers. God will not waste our pain if we cooperate with him.


  




  

    1
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    Living a Divided Life




    Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle


    and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.


    For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.




    —Jesus of Nazareth (Matthew 11:28-30)




    I was sitting on the trunk of a fallen tree beside a creek, and I was miserable. I was aware we were having one of those warm, sun-splashed days that make spring so sweet, yet I wasn’t feeling anything but dullness, despair and self-loathing. Hopelessness was suffocating me.




    I was in a park, getting porn. For sixteen years I had worked at recovering from compulsive sexual behaviors, and there I was—after nine years of therapy, years of groups and sponsors, a lot of work and struggle—and I was getting porn. For years, I’d had porn blocked on my laptop. Yet there I was, getting porn in a park. I was so down I didn’t see any way of going on, going back or getting out. I saw no way.




    I turned my face toward the blue sky and prayed, “God in heaven, I cannot believe after everything I’ve done and all the grace you’ve shown me, I’m here in this place, just cycling and cycling and cycling. I can’t stand this life anymore. I don’t care what you want from me—anything, anything—but I can’t stand this life anymore. I don’t care what you do with me, but you have to do something. Please.”




    I had not lost my faith. But I had lost hope. I was hopelessly stuck.




     




    Life is difficult. Living life well is hard. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. Life may seem more challenging for some than for others, but all of us have challenges that make life complicated.




    I am not writing to celebrate my struggle or hold myself up as a unique victim of cruel circumstances. Neither is it my intention to blame others for my difficulties. My story is no more unique or special than anyone else’s. But it is worth sharing because for a long, long time I lived without hope, and now


    I have hope.




    For more than forty years, a defining and crippling characteristic of my life was a daily struggle with compulsive sexual behavior. I was a dopamine and adrenaline junky. I used my sexuality to get my “drugs.” But my problem wasn’t just sex. Anyone who is an addict and then experiences genuine recovery from addiction sooner or later learns that addictions are not our real problem. Addictions or compulsive behaviors are merely the symptoms of something deeper.




    My life was hard and chaotic. I was gifted and I was loved. I was angry and I was moody. I despaired and I was depressed.


    I was impulsive and compulsive. I was effective and successful, and I was a mess. Sometimes I even made it harder and more chaotic, though I usually didn’t see it that way at the time. I was trapped, and try as I might, I had a prolonged struggle to find my way out of the wilderness of compulsive behavior and chaotic living.




    For the longest time—roughly the first twenty-five years of my forty-year sojourn in the wilderness of chaotic living—I was firmly committed to solving my problems on my own. That doesn’t mean I was the only one aware of my problems, just that I was a determined isolationist. I came by that honestly, as do a lot of us. It’s an odd thing, I suppose, or maybe it’s really not odd at all, that most of us who’ve been really hurt or disappointed are very careful whom we share ourselves with, and we never tell our secrets to other people. We’re convinced some parts of life are meant to be handled within the deep walls of protective loneliness, and we believe that to try any other approach would surely bring more hurt and more shame. I was one of those people.




    The Fascinating Dynamic of Shadow




    We all have a notion of who we are, what we like, what our best characteristics are, the face we show others. But behind our persona, often below the level of self-awareness, is our shadow—that part of ourselves we don’t like. A lot of our energy can go into ignoring, denying or hiding our shadow, both from ourselves and from others. We are better served by using that energy to come to terms with our shadow.




    The easiest, quickest way to find the substance of our shadow is to think of the folks who create difficulty for us and irritate us. If we list the characteristics about them that bother us the most, we have a good picture of our own shadow.




    Why is this important? Because self-awareness is essential to spiritual growth. Self-awareness and self-understanding alone are not enough, but they are required. At the heart of it, all our problems are spiritual in nature. William Miller wrote, “To know one’s hidden self is to be able to do something about being in charge of it. . . . We can be our own man or our own woman only when we have come to grips with the dynamic content of our shadow.”[1] So many of us struggle with our behaviors and the fallout of how our personalities create difficulties for us and for others, and we have no idea why. We live lives of perpetual frustration, maybe being defensive, too often acquiescing to others’ demands, struggling with feeling like a failure. For all of us, the first step is becoming aware of who we really are. Coming to terms with our shadow is essential for us to make changes that foster personal growth and a better life.




    Getting in touch with my shadow was hard. It terrified me. It was big and dark, and I really, really did not want to do it. I hadn’t even addressed compulsive sexual behaviors yet. I didn’t understand the elements of recovery or how the addiction cycle works, and it would be years and years before I’d experience the transformation I longed for. Just the first step of facing my shadow was daunting.




    I wrote in my journal during this time that facing my shadow felt cold and dark, and that it really scared me. Did I really want to face my own darkness? Did I have what it took to face the thoughts, impulses, actions and drives that I hid from everyone else and exerted concentrated effort to minimize in my own consciousness? Did I really want the light of day to shine on the night of my shadowy existence?




    What Is Sexual Addiction?




    My first therapist introduced me to the concept of sexual addiction. Honestly, I do not think I had heard that term until he spoke it to me. He suggested I read a book by Patrick Carnes, Out of the Shadows,[2] and when I took his advice, I began the slow, difficult journey of changing the trajectory of my life.




    I went to a popular bookstore in the midtown area of our city to find the book, and as I stood at the cash register to buy it, I was thinking about how, if anyone who knew me saw me there with it, I would casually dismiss it as something I was getting for helping a parishioner. Soon enough, that would be true; that parishioner was me. I devoured the book and was astonished to find so many of the aspects of my life spelled out in it. I was intrigued and a little relieved as I read about the belief system of addicts and the self-replicating cycle of addiction. Some of my life was beginning to make sense.




    Sexual addiction is a person’s use of sex to alter moods that progresses to the point where they are unable to control their use of sex, suffer consequences and are behaving contrary to their will and desire. The key elements are that it is progressive, creates a sense of preoccupation, becomes a substitute for healthy relating, takes over a person’s will and is pathological in nature—that is, addiction is always about the destruction of human life.




    Most folks who struggle with compulsive sexual behaviors do not know they’re addicts, at least at first. It may be that the frame of their interpersonal behavior has always included openness to sexual experimentation. Even if that’s not the case, we all have a tendency to dismiss certain activities as mistakes, errors in judgment or things we don’t think are good but just aren’t that big a deal.




    All of us rationalize patterns that develop in our lives. To varying degrees, we all experience the frog-in-the-kettle-of-boiling-water syndrome in our behaviors and appetites. I know a number of folks with great financial resources who are living lives of comfort and excess they probably never imagined they’d be able to enjoy. And the amount of excess is so great that they’ve lost perspective; they’ve grown into the lifestyle they’re in and don’t see the increasingly gross disparity between their personal spending and their values. It’s the same with sexual addiction for most of us. A seemingly innocuous behavior grew into a huge problem without us realizing what was going on.




    In his now-classic Addiction and Grace, Gerald May writes that an addiction is “a state of compulsion, obsession, or preoccupation that enslaves a person’s will and desire.”[3] May’s is a fairly open definition, one that can be applied to a wide range of behaviors, far beyond alcohol or drugs. It names each of the key components that any addict has to confront.




    What does May mean that an addict is one who is in a “state” of compulsive living? The person has a lifestyle—addiction—and that has become their way of being. Most addicts can go cold turkey from their drug of choice for a time, and many often do in an attempt to prove to themselves or others that they are not an addict. But an addict always returns to the behavior. Always. It is the state of coping, the state of bypassing, the state of self-preserving.




    The elements of compulsion, obsession or preoccupation are important to consider when thinking about addiction in our lives or the lives of those around us. Compulsion means that, however rationally absurd the motivation for a behavior is, the person finds it irresistible. And obsession is an unwanted feeling, idea or thought fixated in a person’s consciousness to the point he simply cannot rationalize it away or avoid it. Often, obsessive thoughts come with or create a sense of anxiety that heightens their power. Preoccupation means the person’s mind is so engrossed with the impulse or thought that she actually cannot successfully redirect her attention to anything else for any length of time.




    May writes that addiction is present when the person’s will and desire are enslaved. The person is not free; he does not have the choice to act differently. It means the addict has become a slave of something else, that there is a master who is in control of the addict’s life. In the eighties, a notable figure in American life proposed a campaign to cause a reduction in drug use in our society. The well-promoted phrase from the campaign was “Just Say No” (to drugs). For recreational drug users, the slogan may or may not have had some value in promoting the idea that they search for an alternative use of their time and resources. But for the drug addict, there couldn’t have been a more meaningless and less effective approach. An addict cannot “just say no” to the compulsion.




    An addict simply cannot “just say no” once they have crossed the line into compulsive behavior. Someone with an addictive personality needs so much more than such a simple slogan. To an addict, that slogan is appalling in its assumption and implied condemnation. It assumes the addict can stop and implies condemnation if she does not.




    May concludes his definition by referring to a person’s will and desire. Desires may come from various parts of the psyche that are oriented to please others or to do the right thing or that draw on commonly held values. But the heart is the wheelhouse of the soul, the core of a human being where decisions are made. In the case of the addict, no matter the various attempts a person uses to draw from his feelings or his values or the things he has learned to try to turn away from the addictive impulse, the heart is held captive.




    There is another captain onboard giving directions, and no attempts at trying to say no will be effective. The book Alcoholics Anonymous—produced by that organization and referred to as “the Big Book”—says that the alcoholic “will be absolutely unable to stop drinking on the basis of self-knowledge,”[4] and that is the truth for all addicts. Self-awareness alone is not enough, because someone (something) else is in charge of the person’s heart.




    Addiction Is Not an Excuse




    In no way does being an addict excuse a person from her behavior. Understanding how addiction works is not to dismiss a person’s responsibility for her life. On the other hand, understanding how addiction works is essential for realizing just what a challenge an addict is up against. It explains why a person’s bad behavior does not respond to normal attempts at self-control. Understanding addiction explains why an addict does not—and indeed, cannot—respond the way most people do when they try to conform to commonly agreed-upon standards of appropriate behavior.




    If I were not an addict, I may read the previous few paragraphs and say to myself, “Addicts are just making excuses for themselves.” But it is just the opposite. While self-understanding alone will not heal us, rarely can we make the challenging journey to health and sobriety without adequate self-understanding. Most of us have to know what it is we’re up against and why. Compulsive people who are moving toward health stop scapegoating their shame and stop making excuses. We try to acknowledge where the source of our hurt lies within us, because the remarkable reality of almost every single addict is that, try as we might to shortcut feelings and block out pain, we are never far away from our guilt and shame.




    Occasionally I’ve run across people who are expressing significant difficulty in their lives and/or are causing it for others by their high-level narcissism. Now, every addict has some narcissistic qualities. When I was in the throes of my acting-out life, I certainly was narcissistic. It was evidenced this way: every time I gave over to my compulsion, I was ignoring the needs and feelings of my wife, my children, my friends and my church. I was being selfish. As the Big Book of AA says, “Addiction is a case of self-will run riot.”[5] But there is all the difference in the world between being narcissistic and being a narcissist. They are entirely different categories of disorder. All humans are capable of being more or less selfish (narcissistic), but we fluctuate up and down the spectrum. When I was acting out the most, I was fairly high on the spectrum of selfishness; but much of the rest of the time I was quite genuinely centered on the needs of others. On the other hand, a narcissist—the person who sufferes from Narcissistic Personality Disorder—is motivated by a deep-seated and consuming need to be perceived by others as important. Even though they may be intelligent, high-achieving and even charming, they subtly use and manipulate others to achieve status and recognition. They do not move up and down the selfish spectrum as others do. The true narcissist has thrown some switch in the soul that totally blocks the pain he should feel from shame. The addict, on the other hand, doesn’t have any switch. They addict is never truly apart from his sense of guilt and shame.




    Never in my life was acting out okay to me. Never did I give in to the thought that, well, this is just the price of my giftedness, or, well, I do so much to serve others and I have to have some sort of break. Being broken in my sexual practices was never okay with me. That’s why shame and self-loathing were my constant companions for more than forty years.




    I don’t think it is an easy thing for people who do not struggle with compulsive behavior to understand people who do. Of course it seems too strange. Why can’t addicts just decide that they want to be different? Every addict I have ever met, ever worked with, ever seen recover or ever known until they disappeared into the abyss of self-destruction—every single one of them wished they could be different. Why is it they couldn’t recover, or why is it that their journey to wholeness required a different path? These are important questions for all addicts to ask themselves.




    So I was a person with anger, depression, anxiety, impulsiveness and compulsive sexual behaviors, and all that was incorporated into what I felt was a monstrous shadow of my personality. There was one more aspect of my life that, though it would eventually provide the help I needed to resolve the incongruities in my life, made my journey more challenging in some ways.




    First Steps Out




    I was married and a father. I was also a Christian. I served on Young Life staff. I earned two degrees from seminary and twice served as the moderator of our regional church body. I was a pastor who really believed what he preached. For multiple reasons I felt enormous guilt. Never in my journey did I dismiss the behaviors coming out of my dark nature as something to be ignored or tolerated. Never did I think it was okay for me to have this hidden life. Never did I play the game of rationalizing that because I was such a good teacher, such an inspirational speaker, such a caring and helpful person, this dark thing in me just had to be accepted and was the price of being gifted. It was never okay.




    Shame and self-loathing were my constant companions all my life. And never were my shame and self-loathing more intense than when I preached, when I ministered to others and when I performed the functions of an ordained clergyman.




    In 1990, the church Pam and I had planted was only a year old. We had four small children. I was exhausted. A good friend invited me on a four-day, silent, guided retreat. It was five of us with author and speaker Brennan Manning. This retreat and its setting proved to be God’s brilliant intervention in my life that enabled me to take my first steps out of isolation toward eventual healing.




    Knowing Brennan as I came to know him over the next few years, there couldn’t have been a safer person to share my entire story with; but I didn’t know him that well yet, and I was far too scared to tell him everything. In the time alone with him for spiritual direction, I was open enough that he figured out how much I was hurting.




    We were retreating in a house on the grounds of a Benedictine convent in rural northern Missouri. Two miles away was Conception Abbey, a community of Benedictine monks. Brennan suggested a pathway for me to begin to break down my wall of isolation: he said I should have a priest hear my confession.




    I walked over to Conception Abbey on a cold, sunlit December day. The priest who met me—I don’t remember his name—took me into a room and listened as I stumbled through the list I had painstakingly made the night before of all the things I had done and for which I was so sorry. He was kind and gentle. He told me he couldn’t offer me the Sacrament of Reconciliation as I was not Catholic, but he did say some words and then he prayed for me. He gave me a blessing. He was Christ to me in that moment, and I began to experience the grace of God in a new and profound way.




    He gave me a warm hug, and when I left his presence, I walked out of the main building at Conception and across the driveway to a small grotto where there was a statue of Jesus and the Sacred Heart with an inscription below it: “Behold this heart which has loved men so much.” Indeed. I sank into the grass and wept for a long, long time.




    This encounter of grace would not solve all my problems or unravel all my garbled wiring. But God conveyed to me, through Brennan, through the retreat and through the Benedictine priest, the grace and encouragement I would need again and again and again for my journey through sexual addiction to genuine transformation.




    Two years later, in the early part of 1992, I was still exhausted, scared, guilty and ashamed. While helpful, the experiences of the retreat were not enough. I was rigorously maintaining my hidden struggle with compulsive sexual behaviors. I told my wife that I thought I should probably go to a counselor for my anger. She readily agreed, which tells you how bad my struggle with anger was. Because we were a young couple in ministry raising four children, there wasn’t money in our monthly budget for counseling fees. But I gulped hard and kept an appointment I’d made with a reputable Christian counselor in our city.




    I was fully honest with him about my struggles, including my sexual issues. I was terribly anxious about what his reaction would be. So much of my life was about controlling the opinion others had of me, and now I was intentionally giving away that control. I was sure that who I was and how I behaved was so bad that any normal person would find me offensive and disgusting.




    Just as God provided emotional relief through the Benedictine priest, he did so again through this therapist, who showed no discomfort with or disapproval of what I shared about myself. He was sensitive and he was accepting. He asked a lot of questions, and I did a lot of honest answering. At the end of the first session, he said that it was clear to him I was struggling with depression and that there was probably a lot about my childhood we needed to discuss.




    The Problem of Being a Christian




    While I suppose people who become ordained church leaders have various motivations for pursuing ministry, for me, becoming a pastor was a response to a profound sense of personal conviction and divine call. In high school and most of college, I thought I’d be a high-school English teacher. When a couple of close friends told me they thought I had abilities that should be used in ministry, it caused me to consider my emerging passions for God, for the things of God and for helping others connect and deepen their connection with God.




    In my family, we attended church every week, but we never talked about God or Jesus or personal aspects of the faith. Occasionally my mother would talk about the choir’s singing or some other part of the service and church life, but faith was never discussed. Yet I developed a keen God-consciousness. Several times at youth church camp or during a specific service, I had a distinct awareness of God. That awareness became very important to me. I thought being respectful of God and figuring out more about him and pleasing him were probably very important things to do. I really believed in God. God was important to me. But God had not yet become personal to me.




    And then he did. He became intensely personal during my high-school years. I went with a couple of friends to visit another church’s youth ministry, and at a summer evening Bible study in 1972 I had a profound spiritual awakening. Without knowing the language or issues involved, my faith found its footing and voice in the evangelical subculture.




    By using the term evangelical, I mean an approach to Christian faith that highly values God and the Bible, as well as an understanding that Jesus Christ was both a real, historic human and the full expression of God at the same time in the same person, and that his life was a mission of rescuing lost loved ones. Then those of us who come to understand and believe these things live accordingly, including sharing these truths with others, genuinely loving them in practical ways. This expression of Christianity is also thoroughly trinitarian, believing in the mind-stretching concept that God makes himself known to us as three distinct and inextricably linked personal expressions: the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.




    I write all this because being a Christian actually made some aspects of my struggle harder. I came to understand that in following Jesus, what we do with our life matters. What we do with our body matters. Early on I came to the conclusion that my compulsive sexual behavior was neither appropriate nor acceptable. I lusted most of the time, and my sexual distractions and desires were constant. I knew this wasn’t right, but I couldn’t stop. I mean I could not stop. No matter how I tried, no matter what I tried and no matter how much I prayed, I returned to my compulsive behaviors. I was becoming an addict—a term we overuse now and thereby cheapen and rob of its usefulness. What I mean by becoming an addict is that the overwhelming sense of euphoria I experienced during the short-term gratification created relief and distraction from my overarching sense of emptiness. Recognizing this intoxicating combination of relief and exhilaration, my brain demanded more so as to stabilize a sense of well-being. To maintain some sense of stability in my system, I became dependent on a habit that made me feel guilty and ashamed. I became an addict. So, my addiction and my faith went to war, and my soul was the battlefield.




    How was it a battlefield? Because I knew the way I was living privately was incongruous with what I genuinely believed, my situation was intolerable to me. Yet I could not find a way to change my behaviors. And the context in which I was living gave me the message that there are issues that we do not discuss, that we handle them on our own. I felt very guilty, and I think it was appropriate, healthy guilt. My faith offered me genuine forgiveness, but I continued to engage in behaviors I could not understand or stop. And my faith context had no help to offer me. I felt very, very alone in my struggle; that loneliness fed my growing compulsive desires; and the constant sense of guilt fed my sense of being a shame-filled, shame-deserving person.




    One of the most important things I’ve learned is that I was not and I am not alone. There are thousands of other clergy with this struggle, and hundreds of thousands of well-intentioned Christians struggle with guilt, shame and fear—all hiding their secret lives. Can this be what Christ wants for his church? Absolutely not.




    I believe ministry leaders who are struggling with compulsive behaviors can find healing and freedom. I believe that in most cases they do not have to leave ministry to do so. I believe they cannot possibly do this alone, hiding in isolation. They need help. They need community. And they need the church they serve to help them. And I believe it’s in the church’s best interests to change the way she approaches sexually compulsive behavior and to help everyone who’s struggling with it.
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    Sexuality and Spirituality




    In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.


    The earth was without form and void, and darkness was over


    the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God was hovering


    over the face of the waters.




    When God created man, he made him in the likeness of God.


    Male and female he created them, and he blessed them


    and named them Man when they were created.




    —Genesis 1:1-2; 5:1-2




    It might seem highly incongruous to some people that a person can be a growing, earnest Christian—especially a spiritual leader like a minister, priest or pastor—and also struggle with compulsive sexual behaviors. For years I was sure I was the only person in my church, in my clergy associations and among my Christian friends who did. It was startling to discover later that far more pastors struggle with compulsive sexual behaviors than don’t.[1] How can that be? I think one of the factors is that there is a profound link between our spirituality and our sexuality.




    Human sexuality is a fascinating aspect of being human. Every human is a sexual being. “Our sexuality is the most private, the most intimate, the most idiosyncratic manifestation of who we are,” writes Mark Patrick Hederman. “It is as personal and as unique as our fingerprint. It tells us the secret of our deepest identity.”[2] Our sexuality and our expression of our sexuality can cause us to experience good feelings, great frustration, sublime satisfaction, fear, excitement and deep hurt.
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