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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR SPIRITUAL SOBRIETY

“Spiritual Sobriety offers a provocative and insightful counterbalance to the indulgent emotionalism that characterizes much of modern-day religious experience. Drawing from experts and everyday people as well as her own story of religious addiction, Elizabeth Esther points helpfully toward the line between holding religious beliefs and using them. Spiritual Sobriety isn’t just for religion addicts. It’s for everyone.”

—Karen Swallow Prior, Ph.D., author of
Booked: Literature in the Soul of Me and
Fierce Convictions—The Extraordinary Life of
Hannah More: Poet, Reformer, Abolitionist

“With the skill of a seasoned teacher and the care of a dear friend, Elizabeth Esther lights the path forward for those escaping unhealthy religious environments and habits. Rarely is a single book this personal and practical, compelling and profound. With Spiritual Sobriety, Esther establishes herself as one of our culture’s most important healers. Her words of hope and healing will undoubtedly impact generations.”

—Rachel Held Evans, bestselling author of
Searching for Sunday and A Year of Biblical Womanhood

“No matter your religious addictions or theological positions, or how you plan to vote in the next election, the compassionate kindness of God cannot be moved. With an unexpected blend of tender vulnerability and cutting honesty, Elizabeth Esther emerges from a spiritually abusive past as a woman who takes that truth to heart, learning to be kind to herself in the process. Her willingness to stay small in the presence of God is perhaps what I admire most about her.”

—Emily P. Freeman, author of Simply Tuesday

“If, like Matthew’s Gospel said, you’re worn out and burned out on religion, this practical and tender book will help you come away with Jesus and recover your real life. Elizabeth Esther is an honest, kind, frank, and real companion for your journey to spiritual sobriety.”

—Sarah Bessey, author of Out of Sorts:
Making Peace with an Evolving Faith and Jesus Feminist

“With her usual humor, candor, and unflinching honesty, Elizabeth Esther shares powerful insights that will resonate with seekers of all backgrounds.”

—Jennifer Fulwiler, radio host and bestselling author of
Something Other Than God

“We need this book and we needed Elizareth Esther to write it. As somebody who has spent more than half of my life living in the aftermath of spiritual abuse, I wish I’d read this book years ago. For the soul who has been victimized by religion, manipulated by dogma, or broken by somebody’s idea of God, Spiritual Sobriety offers hope, light, and a path forward.”

—Matthew Paul Turner, author of Churched and Our Great Big American God

“Spiritual Sobriety is extraordinarily helpful, generous, and woven with the thread of true freedom. After reading it, you’ll learn that a lasting faith should be steady and grounded, rather than a frenzy of purely emotional highs and lows. I am so grateful for this book and highly recommend it to anyone looking for lasting spiritual health.”

—Nish Weiseth, author of Speak: How Your Story Can Change the World

“Spiritual Sobriety is a must-read for those recovering from Post-Traumatic Church Syndrome. Elizabeth Esther offers hard-won lessons with grace and wit, reminding us all that healing is within reach.”

—Reba Riley, author of Post-Traumatic Church Syndrome

“In Spiritual Sobriety, Elizabeth Esther asks this insightfully scandalous question—are we mainlining religion, using it as an anesthetizing agent against the pains and questions of life? With the incisive style that has become her hallmark, Esther draws us from the narcotic numbing of so much religion, and invites us to imagine a vibrant faith of loving and sober connection with God.”

—Seth Haines, author of Coming Clean

“Spiritual Sobriety is an important book. It’s important because some folks, like myself, have survived harmful spiritual experiences and have been left to untangle the effects of spiritual addiction. And it’s important because other folks, regardless of their experiences, are unaware of what spiritual wholeness—sobriety—even looks like. With her characteristic honesty, intelligence, and wisdom, Elizabeth Esther shines a light on topics that prefer to hide in darkness—and illuminates the way to freedom. Read, and then share, this book.”

—Zach J. Hoag, author of After the Apocalypse

“Elizabeth has been through darkness that could have stopped her in her tracks, but she presses on, bringing good news to those of us who need to hear it most. She dismantles all the ways we become codependent on unhealthy religious systems while also offering us a fresh hope in the God who transcends those systems. Spiritual Sobriety is not merely a good book—it is a crucial book. A game changer in the conversation about faith and God.”

—Rob Carmack, pastor of Collective Church in Roanoke, Texas
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When Good Faith Goes Bad

Spiritual Sobriety Defined


For some “faithful”—and for unbelievers, too—“faith” seems to be a kind of drunkenness, an anesthetic, that keeps [them] from realizing and believing that anything can ever go wrong.

—THOMAS MERTON



The first time I got high on God I was five years old.

I’d heard that accepting Jesus as my personal Lord and Savior would make me happy and also win me a spot in heaven, where I would live forever with my family and all the other people who didn’t watch R-rated movies. So, I knelt on the floor of our rental home, bowed my head over clasped hands, and asked Jesus to come live in my heart.

And lo, the heavens opened and amazing grace, how sweet the sound, made a wretch like me high for one whole day. All my little-girl worries and fears were whisked away as if by magic. I sang, I danced—scratch that, I couldn’t dance because dancing led straight to fornication—but still. There was singing! There was preaching! There was scrambling atop the kitchen table and leading my stuffed animals in a rousing chorus of “What can wash away my sins? Nothing but the blood of Jesus!”

The next day I asked Jesus into my heart again. Of course I did. Who wouldn’t want another taste of sparkling, bubbly glory?

So, I clasped my hands the same way. I bowed my head the same way. I said the same prayer—but it didn’t work the same way. I wasn’t rocketed to the heights. There was no surge of zeal, no burst of God-infused energy. Huh, I thought. Maybe I need to pray harder.

Clasp hands. Bow head. Pray words. Really mean it.

Wait.

Wait.

Please hurry up, God. I need to feel the feeling.

Nothing.

Okay, well, I’ll ask Jesus into my heart again tomorrow…

I tell this little story about myself for two reasons. In a kinda cute, five-year-old way, it reveals the promise at the heart of Christian belief—with God, a newer, better life is possible. It also reveals how beliefs and behaviors, even in such a young person, can begin to show distortions. For me, those distortions went on to do great harm. They pushed me away from healthy relationships and healthy thinking.

They pushed me away from God.

How surprising that what has the potential to make us better can become the very thing that makes us sick! How can something so good and innocent morph into unhealthy beliefs, feelings, and habits?

The Misuse of God

Growing up in a highly religious family, I discovered plenty of opportunities for indulging my God-habit: I knew my Bible so well that when I raced other kids to find obscure Scripture references, I got there first; I could proclaim a gospel message in sixty seconds or less; I wrote essays on theology to win my minister-dad’s approval; I was so “on fire for God” that I wasn’t ashamed to preach on street corners; I sang hymns with my eyes closed like a truly spiritual Christian; I said “Amen!” and took copious notes during my grandfather’s teaching; I hated my “sinful flesh” more than other people hated theirs; and I regularly surrendered all to Jesus—preferably in front of a big crowd.

I didn’t know it at the time, of course, but I was creating a pattern of behavior that closely mirrored alcoholism or addiction—except I wasn’t consuming drugs to alter my moods, I was consuming God. I didn’t have access to chemical substances—we were intensely devout, conservative Christians—so I used what was available: religious beliefs. I habitually “used” God and all things church to numb pain and feel good. Even when my substance of choice stopped working, I couldn’t stop.

As with any other addiction, my overzealous religious practice came with a dark side. There was the uncomfortable, sometimes painful letdown once the spiritual high wore off, followed by the ache of withdrawal and, eventually, a renewed craving that drove me to search for my next fix.

For me, religion was all—or mostly—about how it made me feel. I wanted to feel close to God, cherished, chosen, special. Maybe you can relate. For many of us, religion also offers a sense of being in control; it becomes a way (we think) to get God to do what we want. A woman once shared with me that she deferred to God “as if my ever-more-complete submission would force God’s hand into blessing me with abundance, like financial success, a devoted partner, and cheerful, obedient children.”*1

In my opinion, this transactional use of God—I pay God with surrender, zeal, or commitment so that God will repay me with good feelings or other blessings—has more to do with idolatry than with authentic Christianity. And experts say this is a common characteristic of treating religion like a drug.

Does spiritualized trading sound familiar to you? It does to me.

Hi, I’m Elizabeth and I’m a religious addict.

Addicted to What?

Perhaps that word addict stops you. How can someone be addicted to God? How could a passionate spirituality ever be negative or harmful? You might even be worried that I’m some kind of undercover atheist trying to pry you away from a faith and a God you hold dear.

Please hear me: I’m not to trying to argue against God. I’m not disrespecting church or any religious person or creed. Not at all. I’m speaking as a follower of Jesus who cherishes some hard-won understandings that have made a better life possible for me and countless others.

I’ll admit, when I first heard the term religious addiction, I thought it was too dramatic to describe my experience. But addiction comes down to a simple distinction: For balanced individuals, the cost of the hangovers or other negative outcomes becomes a sufficient reason to reexamine their thinking and change behavior. An addict, on the other hand, repeatedly engages in the same behavior, regardless of the negative consequences.

Christian authors have further defined religious addiction as “the state of being dependent on a spiritually mood-altering system,”*2 concluding that religious addicts “might as well take a drink, swallow a pill, or inject a drug. The intent is not to worship God but to alter their perception of reality. They are religious junkies, obsessed with mood alteration and a quick fix to face life.”*3

These definitions sound harsh, but stay with me, because the cost of our addiction is harsh, too. Pastor and spiritual director Kathy Escobar describes how this dependency often starts:


Many men and women have an unaddressed addiction to church services or spiritual experiences where they feel wowed. We get hooked on amazing music, powerful preaching, and the hour-long Sunday experience. We come to church seeking a spiritual high that will help us make it through the upcoming week….Instead of addressing the realities of what we’re really thinking, feeling, and experiencing in the dark places of our souls, we sometimes look for a quick, temporary fix instead.*4



Therapists Stephen Arterburn and Jack Felton show what often happens next, describing the subtle yet devastating shifts that begin to hollow out our spiritual lives:


[The religious addict has] embraced a counterfeit religion. God is not honored, and the relationship with him is not furthered….Rather than retreat to the loving arms of God, they literally bury themselves in their compulsive acts….The religious addict begins a gradual transition away from God. Church attendance is no longer based on the need to know God; the addict attends church to feel significant and secure. Prayers are no longer ways of communicating with God; the addict prays to have an experience as a person of God and takes pride in being able to talk of the hours spent in prayer.*5



These people might sound whacko, but truth is, the addictive impulse is a human thing. On my blog I hear from so many decent people with good hearts who, without really knowing what was happening, got twisted up in something false and spiritually bruising.

The signs that something is wrong can pop up in the smallest ways.

Views from the Pews

Meet Joyce, a former fundamentalist, who had a moment of clarity when her husband announced that, after twenty-two years of marriage, he wanted a divorce. “I was sitting on our boat, tension hanging heavily,” she wrote, “and I thought, If only I had my Bible I would be okay. I realized that sounded an awful lot like ‘If only I had a drink.’ That was when I started exploring fundamentalism as an addiction.”*6

James wrote to compare his experience as an alcoholic with his experiences with religion:


With alcohol, I felt like I had to have it. With religious practice, I felt like I ought to have it. I was addicted to the pressure to feel fulfilled (although I never was). I used music as an escape from intense religious shame and anxiety. [The religious practice] was very pagan: instead of “If you sacrifice a goat, it will rain,” we had “If you tithe, you’ll have financial success” or “If you avoid public school, your children won’t be tainted.”*7



The fixation can extend even to practical matters, such as planning for retirement. Kelly grew up in a household of family members so obsessed with the end of the world that they signed up for a high-level “sponsorship” with an end-times prophecy organization rather than start a 401(k) or make other financial arrangements. “They were convinced they’d be raptured long before retirement savings would be necessary,” she explained.*8

Brenda explained to me how summers spent at a church camp created emotional confusion for her:


I went to Bible camp every summer for ten years straight. Every time I would ride the emotional high of worship and intense preaching/teaching. I thrived on the emotional connection I felt to God, but it always dissipated as soon as I got back to my regularly scheduled life.

As an adult, I still [felt] vulnerable to emotional worship services. I’d go week after week, desperate to feel an emotional connection to God. When the preacher closed out the night by saying how amazing it had been to experience God’s presence, I’d go out to my car and sob because I didn’t feel any connection at all.*9



There’s nothing quite like having our hopes for overnight transformation dashed against the rocks of reality to slap us awake from our religious stupor. When we come down from the high, we tend to wake up with a hangover of sorts: a guilty sting resulting from wasted time, wasted money, and wasted emotional energy. This letdown is an important indicator that something is wrong. If we behaved in healthier ways, we wouldn’t feel the gnawing despair of having spent ourselves on a mirage.

But we don’t have to stay stuck. With humility, an open spirit, and courage, we can escape the maze and find our way home.

The issue is this: an obsession with spiritual beliefs, rituals, and pursuits that initially helps us but eventually removes our power to make healthy decisions and brings significant harm to us and to those close to us.

The answer: spiritual sobriety.

A Way to Live at Peace with God and the World

Spiritual sobriety asks us to examine the ways we’ve treated religion like a drug and to replace those behaviors with healthier expressions of spirituality. It’s finding a way to nurture ourselves and be of service to others—even while our questions remain unanswered.

My purpose in writing this book is to show you a path out of harmful behavior and toward a healthier spirituality that empowers you to live at peace with God and the world around you. My description of that path is learning spiritual sobriety. I define the term like this:


Spiritual sobriety is a serene, moderate way of living in which people abstain from treating God, religion, or a belief system like a drug; refrain from using religion as a punishment against others or ourselves; seek to be rigorously honest rather than unfailingly good;*10 and retain the best of their spiritual devotion in positive, life-enhancing ways.



I’ve spent many hours contemplating—and seeking to live into—these words. I encourage you to do the same. Begin by reading the sentence through a few times, pausing as you go. Let its promises—stated and implied—speak to you of new possibilities. Then turn each part into a picture of your new spiritual life:


• “Spiritual sobriety is my serene and moderate way of life.”

• “I abstain from treating God, religion, or beliefs like a drug.”

• “I refrain from using religion as punishment against anyone.”

• “Instead, I seek to be rigorously honest—not unfailingly good.”

• “And I retain the best of spiritual devotion in positive, life-enhancing ways.”



I hope that in these simple, sane statements you are seeing a hopeful and healing way forward. As you’ll learn in the pages ahead, we don’t have to reject our past. We don’t have to dump God or our faith (although we might need distance for a while). We don’t have to dump family and friends (even if we do need to set boundaries). Instead, we can learn to embrace our stories and become enriched by them.

My faith survived an apocalyptic childhood cult (more on that in chapter 2 and in my first book, Girl at the End of the World). Whatever your story, I suspect your questions, hurts, or despair surrounding God, church, and religion are just as challenging and overwhelming to you as mine were to me. But no matter how sick or unsure or afraid you feel, I assure you that recovery and healing are possible.

Once I realized that I was hooked on something (or in this case, a version of something) that was hurting me and others, I was motivated to change. The first step in recovery is always facing up to the desperate nature of our reality, then reaching out for help.

If you’re still with me, I believe you’ve already taken that step.

Now that you’ve glimpsed the way forward, I invite you to take a deeper look at a very puzzling question. How did we go from happy, well-adjusted believers to not-so-happy believers in need of sobriety?

How Did We Get Here, and What Is Here Called?

This place where we find ourselves right now—on this page, in this unexpected life? You and I are not to blame. It’s so important to just say it! We didn’t make a conscious choice to treat religion this way. At whatever age we veered off track, we were just doing the best we could.

Our parents or other religious authority figures—in most cases, they were doing the best they could, too. Still, they took us into the theological and emotional weeds, often with really negative (and sometimes straight-on crazy) consequences. What they
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