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    This book is dedicated to Phill.

    Without your support this “Writer-Fighter” and book

    would have never gone the distance.

    You helped me hear a voice that told a different story finally.

  


  [image: image]

PREFACE

For many of you, the book you’re about to read is, in part, a biography ... yours. Yes, you’ll read my story and that of others, and the specifics and circumstances will be mine  and theirs, but the story behind the story will likely be the same for you: abuse, abandonment, addiction, shame, isolation, and loss. What I hope will also be the same in “our biography” is what God has given me and others: recovery. That is the overriding purpose and intent of this book. My story and that of other addicts provide an exposé on how addicts are made (abuse and/or abandonment), what drives the addiction (fear of intimacy, ironically), what it takes to recover (“emotional crucifixion”), and what lies ahead in recovery (figurative resurrection). The book weaves these stories with accounts of Jesus from the four Gospels to create a tapestry that will reveal the real source of recovery: men just like yourself who are the “earthen vessels” the Bible talks about—God with skin on. The “warp” of this tapestry is the sordid and even mind-blowing stories, with one common and surprising commonality: endings that reveal grace and recovery. The “woof” is Jesus’ face-to-face encounters in his time that translates to addicts now. It is my hope (and belief) that in those encounters, you will see a depth of mercy and grace that is readily available but not where you might expect it: religion that typically and unconsciously classifies sex addicts as ineligible for either.

Jesus, however, very simply loved the outcast, the hopeless, and the worst of the worst—and in today’s society, that might be sex addicts. Sex addicts parallel the lepers of Jesus’ day: outcasts because of fear of contagion and because of people’s belief that their disease was a result of sin. As you’ll read, they physically rotted away, removed from society by Judaic law to lives lived apart in makeshift dwellings and caves. Sex addicts today are outcasts rotting from within, retreating into emotional caves, their souls and sanity eaten away. But just as Jesus healed the leper in his time, he is healing sex addicts today.

An axiom repeated over and over among the men you will read about is that recovery isn’t about stopping a behavior but replacing it with a relationship. A relationship with God—not religion—is what works, pure and simple.

To call this book a blueprint for recovery is to make it too complicated. I would add “all things are simple with God” to the scripture “all things are possible with God” (Mark 10:27). Like the blind man who received sight after Jesus put mud in his eyes, we addicts don’t exactly know how recovery happens. It just does.

How simple is the path or formula for recovery? It takes all of fifty-five or so words to cover it in one of the final chapters. Therein, perhaps, is the beauty and simplicity of God for a situation that for the sex addict isn’t so simple. Where does the sex addict go for help? For the alcoholic and drug addict, it’s as simple as opening the phone book or going online. (The local A.A. number is the first listing in every phone book.) For the sex addict, it is a bit more complicated. Sexaholics Anonymous (yes, there really is such an organization) is not a household name, and counselors are both expensive and not versed in sexual addiction in most cases. However, there is a bigger obstacle: shame, which is not necessarily a part of other addictions.

David Zailer, founder of Operation Integrity in Southern California, says that all it takes for recovery are two guys to sit down with each other with the right workbook, open up to each other, and get started. But how do you find that other man? It could be as simple as going to a pastor who can be trusted and asking for a partner or partners who have come to that pastor for counseling. It is my fervent hope that this book will be the impetus for your search for recovery.

“[A]nd the one who seeks finds” (Matthew 7:8). May you find God and begin a journey from sex to a savior and sanity.
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Introduction


    “Go, call your husband, and come here.” The woman answered him, “I have no husband.” Jesus said to her, “You are right in saying ‘I have no husband’; for you have had five husbands, and the one you now have is not your husband.”

  

John 4:16–18

Three times a week, men gather at my church to confront truth in their lives and to confront it in others. It is a painful, difficult, and  shameful  truth:  masturbation to  Internet pornography; sex with prostitutes; trips to strip bars; extramarital affairs; and fetishes that would elicit giggles, gasps, or groans with any other audience. Sadly, most of the men are married with children.

Desperation stemming from loss drives the men to be there. Some have lost jobs or careers. Others have lost wives and children or are on the brink of losing them. All have lost the pleasure of the status quo, and all have come to know that “more” in either quantity or variety of sex won’t quench the literal mad dash to further oblivion. Sex has lost its thrill and has given them more trouble, heartache, and pain than they ever imagined. They have come to understand the addict’s maxim: when the pain of staying where you are is greater than the pain of change, you’ll do something about it.

They can meet and share the most shameful and intimate details of their lives because they become “God with skin on” to each other.

The woman at the well written about in the Gospel of John encountered the literal God with skin on: Jesus Christ. As she looked into the eyes of this man who was the embodiment of the purest love ever, she saw no judgment. The men who gather look into eyes that also hold no judgment. Who can be embarrassed as both speaker and listener all share in the same shame, embarrassment, and sin? Who else also can understand? Who else can be God with skin on?

It is the first step in what an addict fears most: real intimacy. The setting and the safety is as unlikely as this woman—the immoral outcast of her village—meeting the Son of God at a well in Samaria. There is no church staff member or pastor who leads. In fact, there is no real leader or recovery guru, period. Leaders, if they can be called that (and they aren’t but “facilitators”), are simply men who’ve achieved recovery over no real specified period of time. Almost all of the men are Christians, yet the language can tend towards saltiness routinely. They meet in a church, yet a significant percentage of the men come from other churches or no church. Lastly, while they meet at a church and are officially a part of it, they are—perhaps alarmingly—independent of it. In fact, many of the men refer to the meetings as “their church.”

In very real ways, though, they get the same results as the woman at the well. John wrote that, “Many Samaritans from that town believed in him because of the woman’s testimony” (John 4:39). With the men who gather, many also come to believe in him. More important, they come to know through him peace, restoration, and recovery.

It is not an easy path for the men. On first coming, men are told that they have checked into, essentially, a kind of mobile army surgical hospital or MASH unit. It is for the treatment of the wounded by those who know the same wounds and who have found healing. There is firsthand knowledge of the shame and seeming inability to manage sexual addiction. There is knowledge, too, of the lies used to hide it. A newcomer will look into the eyes of others, and he will be told that he will never encounter on this earth a fellowship in which he will know love like the one he will come to experience.

For me, some years ago, I began to say—perhaps with overzealousness—that this fellowship was “my church” (and I may have been the first among a handful now to say this). I describe “regular church”—Sundays—as a trip to the family doctor. My trips to usually two of the three weekly meetings of my fellowship, however, are visits to an oncology center to burn out the “cancer” that ravaged and almost destroyed my life.

This story details my journey and that of others. My story, as do all of the stories from men I’ve come to know and love, goes back to the cross. It truly does. To make the journey of a sex addict to the savior and sanity is to experience one’s own personal Garden of Gethsemane. It requires taking up a cross of emotional pain that, in its own way, parallels crucifixion because it is long and tortuous. It is a journey, too, that typically produces a Simon of Cyrene—someone to help you carry that cross. Lastly and most importantly, it is a path that took me and continues to take others on a journey that parallels Jesus’ resurrection to a new life.
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Chapter 1

  ABANDONED


    “Abba, Father,” he said, “all things are possible for you.Remove this cup from me. Yet, not what I will, but what you will.”

  


    Mark 14:36

  

I always thought that Jesus requesting his Father to “remove this cup from me” had to do with the physical pain he knew he was going to endure—the scourging, the crown of thorns, and the crucifixion. I’ve been wrong, I believe.

He became a man and would know physical pain, but the beginning of his ministry tells me he wasn’t afraid of what he knew his body would go through. Luke wrote that after his baptism in the Jordan River, Jesus went into the wilderness where he was tempted for forty days by the devil. Aside from the fact that he immediately faced the enemy of humankind, how he challenged the devil tells me something about his courage. Rather than zapping Satan or calling down angels to pull the devil apart, being a supernatural God of the universe, he responded to him as a man. “‘Man shall not live by bread alone’” (Luke 4:4). Would any of us, no matter our Christian walk or strength in faith, willingly desire to confront the devil in this physical realm face-to-face?

No, the cup that Jesus asked to pass from him was the moment when he, for the first and only time in all of eternity, would know separation from the Father. (“And at the ninth hour Jesus cried with a loud voice, ‘Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?’” which means, “My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?” Mark 15:34) All he had known from the beginning of time and from the beginning of his life on this earth was oneness with his Father. Every word, thought, action, and deed had been in accordance with this perfect oneness ... and now it was to cease. His Father abandoned him as the sins of the world came upon him.

––––––––

The “Dad Wound”

––––––––

In my fellowship, practically every man has what author John Eldridge calls in his book Wild at Heart a “dad wound.” Whether the wound has been through abandonment and neglect or through physical, emotional, or sexual abuse, the question asked by every man of his father is the same: why have you forsaken me? The answer is invariably the same from the fathers of sex addicts: because you weren’t good enough; you weren’t going to amount to anything; you were damaged goods.

Our stories vary from tragic and unimaginable to commonplace. Kevin so adored his father that as a boy, he would get up in the early hours of the morning to watch his dad shave when he’d get home from

his job. Not too many years later, when Kevin was thirteen, that same father put a gun to his head to drive him from his home.

My own dad was not overtly abusive. There was simply disapproval and even mild disgust with me that seemed to just hang in the air the majority of the time. A question he asked me throughout my childhood when the disapproval and disgust with me became too much was, “What have you got on your mind?” He expressed it in unmistakable exasperation. I can answer that question now when I couldn’t then: what I had on my mind was getting as far away from him as I could. I knew in my mind I was an annoyance to him and an unpleasant chore or duty. And far more devastating, I felt in my heart that it was my fault—that I wasn’t good enough; I wasn’t going to amount to anything; I was damaged goods. I desired to be away from him in those moments as much as he, consciously or unconsciously, desired me to be away.

He was an alcoholic, but a  “dry  drunk”—restless, irritable, and discontented as Alcoholics Anonymous describes the state of the alcoholic—without the relief of drinking. We, as a family, may have been better off had he drank. We lived in a cycle I became all too familiar with later in adulthood and during my addiction. He would incite an argument with my mother. A week of “freeze” between them when they wouldn’t speak would follow. A “thaw” would take up another week, and then there would be a week or so of peace. A discernible shift would take place after that, as well as a buildup to the next blowup. And round and round it went, the cycle spanning roughly a month, every  month, every year, year after year. In a cycle, it was only the week after the thaw when my mother, sister, and I could breathe easily and know some measure of peace.

Emotional abuse came so early in my life, I remember erupting in a kind of overload at an age others find hard to believe: three years old. It was midday and my mother stood across the kitchen table from me. My dad was at work. I can’t remember what he had done or said, but I was crying hysterically. I screamed at my mother, “To hell with him!” This, from a child who believed any sin—cursing included—and raised in Pentecostalism, would send you to hell. My mother, a typical 1950s mom with no resources, little knowledge, and, at that moment, no justification for punishing me for my curse word, looked at me with silent and anguished pity. She was a victim of my dad right along with me, and she was helpless.

If I had meant what I said, things may have turned out differently, but I couldn’t stop loving my dad, distant and disapproving though he was. He gave me plenty of opportunities, nevertheless. Coming home crying one day after a pitch hit me in a sandlot baseball game and being afraid to bat again, he just angrily asked, “What’s the matter with you? Are you afraid?” Compared to the abuse of others, this
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