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Chapter 1: Bridge Cables Snapping


			As I dug through trash bins around town, scavenging for food scraps, one haunting question echoed in my mind: How did I get here? 


			My food addiction had already led to a massive widowmaker heart attack, yet even that brush with death wasn’t enough to scare me into change. Instead, it drove me deeper. The weight of survival pressed heavy on my chest. Rather than cherishing the second chance at life I’d been given, I was squandering it—slipping further into bondage.


			I became a master of deception—stashing food in secret places, covering my tracks at every turn. At my lowest, I even stooped to dumpster diving. Not because I was homeless. Not because I was starving. But because I couldn’t stop eating. My life was suffocating under secrecy, consumed by cravings I could no longer control.


			For years, I believed my addiction was born out of scarcity—believing I didn’t have enough. But scarcity quickly gave birth to greed and gluttony. Looking back now, I can see the roots ran deeper. My battle was never just with food. It was a tangled mix of mental health struggles, a scarcity mindset, and spiritual warfare raging over my mind, body, and soul.


			So how did it come to this? To answer that, we have to rewind and start at the beginning.


			I always loved food, but I had never been a food addict. I was always healthy, fit, and athletic. I loved sports and enjoyed working out every evening. In my early twenties, I had multiple gym memberships, and health and fitness were a definite priority. 


			But I now believe that my battle with mental health in young adulthood set me on a path to addiction. Looking back, it’s glaringly obvious when I began to neglect my health: it started with my first bout of depression.


			When you’re severely depressed, your physical health becomes the least of your concerns. I could barely get out of bed and put my shoes on, let alone make it to the gym. I was working as a teacher in Arizona when the first signs of depression began to creep into my life. But this wasn’t just ordinary depression—if there is such a thing. The symptoms followed five days without sleep, accompanied by what my friends, colleagues, and students could only describe as manic behavior. 


			It’s clear to me now that I was experiencing manic depression—what’s more commonly known as bipolar disorder. 


			I was officially diagnosed with bipolar disorder at age 22. I remember ticking every box on the manic-depressive checklist at the counselor’s office. I could hardly believe it. The term bipolar disorder felt shameful and embarrassing. But at the time, I also felt hopeful—relieved to be on a different path. I believed it was situational and temporary, something that would eventually blow over.


			It was during that season of life that God revealed something important to me: I was not going to be a doctor, which was the rut I had placed myself in for the previous four years in undergrad. 


			I actually heard God speak to me audibly for the first time in my life. At the time, I believed He was revealing to me that I was going to be a teacher. I heard Him say, “You’re not going to bless people with your hands, but with your words.”


			From that moment on, I was all in. God’s commission lit a fire under me like I’d never felt before. I said yes to everything and everyone. 


			I was a young, single, part-time teacher who felt like he could take on the world and change it for the good. Before I knew it, I was working twelve-hour days. Even though I was technically part-time, I was at the school by 7:00 a.m., leading morning worship with a group of kids. I’d teach a few classes in the morning and spend the rest of the day hanging out on campus with students. 


			I started a praise band with a few students, and we would practice in the afternoons during their free periods. Then in the evenings, I ran intramurals. I was also coaching football and basketball, so most of my days were long. 


			Some evenings, I even popped into the dormitory to do Bible studies with a few guys who were searching for a relationship with Christ. 


			This was the part of my life that a counselor later described as when “the bridge cables in my mind began to snap.” She said this often happens in men in their early twenties and can be triggered by many factors—including high-stress situations like working twelve-hour days.


			In my mind, though, I just felt incredibly excited to be done traversing the medical track I was previously on. That burden had weighed so heavily on me for years, and now I finally felt free. 


			It felt like the weight of the world had finally been lifted. 


			After hearing God’s voice, I felt ready to conquer anything. Maybe it was the combination of overwork (entirely my own doing) and a situational high from being free of the pre-medical rat race, but I felt like I was walking on air. The feeling was sublime. 


			All of a sudden, hopes and dreams rushed to the forefront of my mind, and I was thrilled to begin my journey as a teacher. 


			One night, I was so high on life and so excited, I couldn’t sleep. I stayed up all night and went to teach the next day, absolutely ecstatic to tell my students how God had revealed His will for my life. The kids were all ears and grateful that I was telling them a story instead of teaching them chemistry or biology. 


			My entire science class turned into a worship session—and they loved every minute of it, (or so they said). 


			The next night, I couldn’t sleep again. My thoughts were racing. I started writing worship thoughts for my students that turned into full blown sermons. I had so much raw and intense physical energy that I couldn’t stay in my house any longer.


			 So I put on my shoes and started running laps around the school. I was sprinting the loop that encircles the school with ease at 2:00 a.m. 


			I had endless energy. When sprinting didn’t tire me out, I began lunging around the school. When lunges weren’t enough, I switched to high knees. 


			By the time I was finished, I realized I had just sprinted, lunged, and done high knees for eleven miles around campus—in the middle of the night. And what was even more baffling was that even after all that, I still wasn’t tired. 


			I began to wonder what exactly was going on in my body and brain, because I had never been physically capable of feats like that before. I had no idea that I was experiencing a manic episode. It felt like a euphoric high. Along with the sleepless nights, there was nonstop talking, massive dreams, erratic behavior, impulsive decisions, racing thoughts, and physical energy that felt superhuman.


			All I can say is: the brain is a powerful machine. 


			That week, I would go five consecutive nights without a single wink of sleep. Each night I ran eleven miles and wrote sermons to share with my students the next day.


			I’m certain that not a single bit of actual instruction happened in my classes that week—and honestly, the kids were thrilled. It was like a spiritual revival in the science building. Instead of chemistry and biology lessons, I was delivering  manic worship talks and full-blown sermons from the pulpit of a teacher’s desk to a congregation of students. They had a whole week off from textbooks and labs and I was pouring out stories about how I heard God’s voice for the first time and how He had revealed my calling to be a teacher. I shared every life lesson along the way. 


			I was preaching, not teaching.


			Some of my students shared that they were genuinely blessed by these worships, and I believe God was still using my vulnerability and story to reach others. Even in the midst of my confusion and mental instability, He was still at work.


			But not everyone saw it that way. Some students began to worry about me. A few colleagues noticed my bloodshot eyes and erratic behavior and quietly suspected drug use. I was appalled. I had never let a single sip of alcohol or ounce of drugs enter my body. I proudly boasted about my sobriety and often joked, “I’m just high on life!” 


			What I didn’t realize was that the chemistry in my brain was seriously unbalanced. Years later, my therapist would explain that I was just as much of a danger to myself and others as if I had been on drugs. At the time, though, I was deeply offended when my principal called me into his office and told me my behavior was causing concern. He asked me to take a drug test.


			Fueled by offense, pride, and perhaps even arrogance, I said I’d take it—but I never intended to follow through. That decision inevitably burned a bridge with my principal and a few colleagues. I thought, “Why bother? I know I’ve never touched a drug in my life.” In my mind, I wasn’t intoxicated—I was inspired. I believed God had delivered me from the shackles of medicine and had set me on a new course of teaching to live out my destiny. “This is just a situational and a temporary high,” I told myself. I was overly optimistic, hyper-spiritual, and convinced I had never seen life more clearly. 


			What I didn’t understand was that bipolar disorder is also called manic depression for a reason—because after a manic high, a depressive low almost inevitably follows. 


			I knew I wanted to teach, to lead, to speak—and to help others encounter God. And yet, beneath all of that joy and meaning was a growing storm I couldn’t name or see coming. I thought the worst was behind me. But I was wrong.


			After burning bridges at the school where I taught, I decided to leave. Just months after hearing the voice of God, I began to doubt His words and question their meaning. Maybe when God said He’d use me to bless others with my words, He meant I should be a counselor, I reasoned. So I applied to an out-of-state counseling program—and got in. 


			Then the low came. 


			The summer before moving, the depression flooded my mind like a deluge of sorrow and loneliness. I was living with a roommate who no longer wanted to live with me because of my erratic behavior. I remember just staying in my room for the first few weeks of summer. This was the first time in my life that I can remember treating emotional depression with food.


			 I remember lying in my room watching cable TV all day and seeing fast food commercials showing the juiciest, most delicious looking burgers. When I saw those commercials often enough, they would give me the motivation to get up and go get one. I wasn’t making any money, so it was all just going on a credit card—but the reality of that situation wasn’t really sinking in. I didn’t know it then, but I was emotionally eating—treating my depression with food. This was the first step in what would become a pattern for the next fifteen years. 


			Despite the low I was feeling, it came time to move to California, and I had nowhere to live. So I moved in with one of my sister’s friends from college and stayed in her guest room, which was being used for storage. The walls were lined with boxes, and there was no room for any of my stuff. There was just an air mattress on the floor in the middle of the room. I could feel the low coming on fast. The thing about manic depression is you could be riding the wave of a mental high one day, and then sink to the depths of the mental abyss the next. 


			I felt the weight of my poor decisions looming heavily as I collapsed onto that air mattress, and I never really got up. I could feel myself sinking into depression as I was quite literally sinking into the floor through that air mattress. It would lose air every day, but I never had the strength to fill it. I would just lie there for hours each day, drowning in my deep depression. 


			I would drag myself up off the air mattress to take a shower, but I would wait until my roommate was gone so I could lie down in the tub while the water from the shower rained down on me. For some reason, this was comforting to me during my depression, and it has been a solid indicator that I am facing depression ever since. I would lie in that shower for close to an hour every day. I stayed there until the hot water ran out. Sometimes, I would even continue to lie there once the water turned cold. It was uncomfortable—but not as uncomfortable as getting out and facing the day. 


			I was enrolled in only one class over the summer, which taught how to write master’s-level research papers. Dauntingly, it was also the gatekeeper course that everyone had to pass before starting the counseling program. I was so depressed that I could barely get off my air mattress or crawl out of the shower to start my day, let alone go to a writing class. But somehow—and only by the grace of God—I was able to begin writing my research paper. Since we were free to choose the topic, I decided to write about what I was currently going through. I began researching depression. 


			The title of my paper was The Physical Manifestations of Emotional Stress. I wish I still had that paper today, because it really explained a lot of what was happening to my body physically as a result of the chemical imbalance mentally. I didn’t know enough about bipolar disorder to research that topic, but I was undoubtedly aware of the physical ailments that I was suffering—ailments brought on by my emotional state. 


			And once again, I began to treat the depression with food. Of course, this wasn’t healthy food, so it was contributing to my physical ailments. I started stealing food from my roommate and gorging on whatever I could get my hands on. I would regularly eat an entire bag of chips in one sitting during this time in my life. My caloric intake was astronomical whenever I had the opportunity to eat, because I had no money and no job. The first signs of scarcity mindset began to set in.


			It was a miracle, but I actually got an A on my first research paper. I felt a glimmer of hope that I might survive this counseling program—that is, if I could snap out of my depression. And since I passed the research writing class, I was cleared for my first official classes in the program. I can’t remember what classes I signed up for because it was all a blur, but they were all way beyond my mental and emotional capacity at the time. 


			To add to the stress, I had to apply for student loans again, and my anxiety was building like a tower of Jenga in my mind. I had a full load of master’s-level classes, and I could barely sit through the first few sessions that simply involved syllabus review. I knew it wasn’t a good fit for me, I knew I was forcing it.


			I simply could not grin and bear it and stay stuck in my self-inflicted rut like I had done for four years in college. Not only was I absolutely determined to never make that mistake again, but I honestly did not have the strength to push myself through something I wasn’t passionate about—or that I didn’t feel called to by God. I started skipping classes. I didn’t even have the fortitude to get up off the deflated air mattress anymore. I was slowly giving up.


			I began having dark thoughts. They weren’t suicidal thoughts—yet—but I did start to drive around town without a seatbelt, in hopes I’d get in a wreck and the pain would finally be over. Recognizing this destructive pattern, I made an appointment with a counselor on campus, and it seemed like he was really overwhelmed by all my problems. He simply referred me to the psychiatrist, who prescribed me anxiety medication and sent me on my way. After that, I made an appointment with the head of the counseling program to discuss my options. I didn’t want to drop out, but I didn’t have the courage to continue. 


			She suggested that I take a sabbatical of sorts. She said that some time off would be good for me. I instantly went into panic mode and determined that if I took time off or dropped out and got behind, I would undoubtedly be destroying my life. 


			I’ll never forget what she told me after that. She said, “Russell, you are so hard on yourself. What would the world be like if you gave yourself some grace and allowed yourself time to heal? What would it feel like to be able to take a different path, even if it feels like a mistake right now?” 


			She was incredibly wise. The world she was describing seemed amazing—a world without guilt or shame. I wondered what it would be like to stop striving for perfection. It sure sounded like a breath of fresh air. 


			I took my sabbatical, which eventually turned into a decision to drop out of the program completely—and once again—God set me on a different path.


		


	

		

			
Chapter 2: Scarcity Mindset


			About a year later, I moved to Washington to work at Auburn Academy as a task force dean, making $500 a month with a $460 truck payment. This was where the scarcity mindset really began to take root. I began eating extremely unhealthfully in the cafeteria, almost as if I were hoarding food for the winter. For the first time in my life, I began gaining weight in an unhealthy way.


			I didn’t even particularly enjoy the cafeteria food, but I would gorge myself simply because it felt like my only lifeline. My meals were guaranteed, yet I felt like a desperate, destitute man who didn’t know when—or where—his next meal would come from. It was a frightening feeling.


			A couple of my friends from Thunderbird Academy in Arizona had also moved to Washington to work in the cafeteria. I would always ask them to sneak me extra food because I was so desperate for anything I could get. They were happy to help—we went way back. 


			I often spent weekends at their house on campus for BBQs and authentic Hispanic food. Ramon, the assistant cook, was one of the best I had ever known. At his house, I’d eat huge amounts of rich, unhealthy food. Ramon’s love language was serving up delicious meals made with love from the bottom of his heart. 


			Tragically, I recently learned that Ramon had passed away from a heart attack. His loss broke my heart—I loved him like a brother. He had been there for me at Thunderbird, serving me good food, and again at Auburn, offering a home away from home. Sadly, I had no idea that the type of fatty, meaty food he introduced me to would later play a major role in my food addiction.


			I had another friend I used to roam around Seattle with, looking for free food wherever we could. She was almost as broke as I was—though not quite. Even though she earned more than I did, she lived in Seattle, where the cost of living was outrageous. Consequently, she had developed a bit of a scarcity mindset too.


			 We would wander into hotels downtown, hunting for food left behind in ballrooms, banquet halls, or meeting rooms after events. We had no shame and would take whatever we could find. At the time, it felt harmless—but it was instilling something in me that I wasn’t even aware of. It became a game: Who could score us free food for the night?


			The trouble was, the stakes were high. That “game” became part of my lifestyle without me realizing it. Soon, I was looking for free food everywhere I went—restaurants, ball games, parties, receptions—anywhere it was being served. I was always on the hunt for handouts. 


			This was a slippery slope. It blurred the line between what was truly free and what was simply unattended. If I found food lying around, I would justify taking it simply because no one was watching. If it was there and seemingly available, it became “free” in my mind. I didn’t realize how deeply this mentality would take root. 


			The enemy was planting a seed—one of dishonesty and, at times, outright stealing. I justified it because I was broke. But did my financial situation give me the right to break a commandment? “Thou shalt not steal.” 


			Just because no one else saw me—did that mean God wasn’t watching? Of course not. The real question I should have asked myself was: Is this so-called “free” food worth compromising my integrity? Beyond that: Is it worth losing my soul? “For what does it profit a man to gain the whole world and yet forfeit his soul?” (Mark 8:36).


			 It wasn’t worth it. I may have hidden my actions from people, but I wasn’t hiding them from God. 


			Here’s another important truth about “free food”: If you have to convince yourself it’s free simply because you need it, you may need to break free from that entitlement mentality. It’s not truly free if it costs you your integrity—and especially if it costs you your soul.


			And while this may seem less important, it’s still worth saying: it’s not truly free because someone else paid for it. I saw it as free because it was easy for me to take, but that’s an immature, selfish perspective. Just because something is accessible doesn’t mean it’s right to take it. There is always a cost. There are always consequences.


			I have a friend who stole clothes as a teenager. She once recalled walking out of a store with items that lacked security tags. After a successful theft, she turned to her friend and said, “They’re so stupid for not tagging everything—we can just take what we want!” As if the store’s carelessness justified the theft. 


			The truth is, theft is wrong—period. Someone will eventually pay for your dishonesty. 


			And speaking of paying for sins—how can we not be reminded of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross? He paid for every act of dishonesty you and I have ever committed. But does that give us license to keep sinning? “Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase? By no means!” (Romans 6:2). That’s a gross misunderstanding of grace—and a deep disrespect for Jesus’ sacrifice.


			Growing up, I never had a scarcity mindset. In fact, the first time I tried to steal, I got caught. The idea had never crossed my mind before because all my needs were met—and most of my wants, too. My mom spoiled me a bit. We always said I was “blessed, not spoiled.” Her love language was gift giving, and I never lacked anything. 


			When I was 15, I went to the mall with a friend who wasn’t the best influence. We went into one store and he stole a shirt for me. I hadn’t asked him to, but I accepted it. Then, in the next store, he said, “I stole a shirt for you. Now you have to steal one for me.” 


			I had never stolen before, so I asked how. He told me to take the shirt off the hanger, drop it on the ground, bend down, and stuff it in my bag. It sounded easy, so I did it. 


			As we walked out, a large security guard came running after us. We had technically exited the store, so he had no legal right to search our bags. He simply asked, “Is there something in your bag that you didn’t pay for?” 


			My “friend” bolted, leaving me to face it alone. I could have run too. I could have lied. But when he asked, I held up my bag, on the verge of tears, and said, “I stole a shirt.” 


			He told me to come with him. I walked 10 feet behind, knowing I could’ve fled—but I also knew I had done wrong, and I was ready to face the consequences.


			During questioning, he realized I was a good kid who had made a bad choice. He said I had to pay $20 for the shirt and a $100 fine for the theft. Ironically, I had nearly that exact amount in my wallet. I had been saving for a new bike. I could have just bought my friend a shirt—six of them, even.


			That could have been a beautiful picture of Jesus—me providing for someone in need rather than compromising my integrity. I could have been an example, a light. I could have called him to higher ground. I wish I had refused the stolen shirt and offered to buy him one instead.


			The thing about stealing—or any sin—is that it can quickly become a habit, and that habit can turn into a lifestyle without you realizing it. 


			I never stole clothes again, but the enemy found other ways to make me compromise—especially with food and drink. This played out at fast food restaurants. My trick? I’d ask for a water cup, but I had no intention of getting water. I’d fill it with soda or juice every time.


			 The temptation was so strong I gave in habitually. Back then, a drink cost less than a dollar. Looking back, I’m ashamed that I was willing to trade my integrity for less than a dollar. 


			Once, on a class field trip, I pulled my usual stunt. This time, I bragged about it to my friends and didn’t even try to disguise it—I poured dark soda into a transparent water cup. An employee came out, pointed at me, and said, “That cup is for water ONLY,” before dumping my drink down the drain in front of everyone. I was humiliated. That public shame stopped me…for a while. But the habit eventually returned in high school and even followed me into college. 


			The “free soda” trick was just another step down a slippery slope.


			The scarcity mindset is a lie straight from the pit of hell—a false belief that you are living in lack. As a child of God, you are never in lack. You are His heir, an heir to the kingdom. In Christ, you have everything you need. His provision is always enough. 


			Philippians 4:19 says God will meet all your needs according to the riches of His glory found in Christ Jesus. It doesn’t say “some” of your needs. It doesn’t say “just enough to scrape by.” He doesn’t ration His goodness—He pours it out in abundance.


			But when you slip into a scarcity mindset and believe the lie of lack, you stop trusting God to provide and start scrambling to provide for yourself. That’s not faith—it’s unbelief. It is, in essence, denying the very God who longs for you to walk in His abundance, not scarcity.


			That’s where I was—relying on myself for my daily bread. I thought I was in control, but I was already under attack. The enemy had fired his first shot, and I didn’t even see the war coming.


			And like all of his lies, it didn’t stop with the first. It was only the opening move in a long game of deception that would lead me deeper into bondage. 


		


	

		

		


	

		

		


	

		

		


	

		

		


	

		

		


	

		

		


	

		

		


	

		

		


	

		

		


	

		

		


	

		

		


	

		

		


	

		

		


	

		

		


	

		

		


	

		

		


	

		

		


	

		

		


	

		

		


	

		

		


	

		

			
Chapter 3: Living Like KINGS: Galavating in Gluttony


			After about a month of living in scarcity in Washington, I met a wealthy student named Johnny who came to school with a credit card from his dad. In fact, it was a credit card with no limit. I noticed he was ordering delivery every day from the Teriyaki place down the road, and I asked if he would include me in his daily orders. That’s when the gluttony began to set in. 


			All of a sudden, I expected it for both lunch and dinner. Soon enough, Johnny was taking a group of us out to fancy dinners on a weekly basis—which quickly became a nightly ritual. We were living like kings. Galavanting in Gluttony. 


			The dinners started out at a sushi place where a conveyor belt ran past every table, lined with delicious sushi entrees. The plates were priced by color. I remember whenever we went without Johnny, we could only afford a few of the blue and yellow plates—$2 and $3 each. But when Johnny was with us, the sky was the limit. We ordered anything we wanted. We even ordered the orange and purple plates—$7 or $8 each. We ordered it all. Nothing was off the table so to speak. We ordered with decadence, and we ordered to our heart’s content.
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