Study guide

Recovery and the church
By Robert C. Blezard

Our world is full of broken people and individuals who are flawed,
right? And aren’t we all right there among them? Some of our
brothers and sisters are suffering from particularly tenacious
problems that arise from compulsive behaviors or use of substances.
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recovering addicts and support them in their journey to wholeness,
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even as they support those of us whose problems and addictions are
not as destructive to ourselves and our families.

Exercise 1: Addictions around us
Does your congregation provide a space for a 12-step group, such as Alcoholics Anonymous? If so, you are part of the recovery support network for
addicts in your midst. But there are many other substances or behaviors
from which people are seeking freedom, including tobacco, gambling,
prescription drugs, pornography, cocaine, eating, marijuana, caffeine,
shopping and spending—to name just a few.
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•

What other addictions can you think of?

•

Are all addictions equally harmful (for instance, smoking versus prescription drugs)? What do addictions have in common?

•

Why do people become addicted to a behavior or a substance in the
first place? When does a pastime become a habit? When does a habit
become an addiction? When does an addiction become a problem?
What are the marks of a problem addiction?

•

What addictions are special problems in your community? How is your
congregation addressing those issues?

•

Why would Jesus want us to help?

Exercise 2: We’re all in recovery
A recovering addict himself, the Rev. Tom Scornavacchi observes: “All
people are recovering from something, whether it’s drugs or alcohol or
abuse, or just the general hurts and hang-ups from life.”
•

Do you agree or disagree with Scornavacchi? Explain. If there is difference of opinion on this issue in your study group, engage one another
in why you agree or not.

•

What are some of the common “general hurts and hang-ups” that
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people are struggling to recover from in your community, church, family or social circles?
•

If you are willing to share, what are some of the hurts you are struggling to recover from?

•

How can your faith in Jesus help? How can your church community?

Exercise 3: Jesus and the addicts
Reprints:
Permission is granted for
individuals, small groups
and congregations to reproduce this study guide for
local use.

Again and again in the Gospels, “righteous” people criticize Jesus for
associating with the wrong sort, such as foreigners, disabled people, prostitutes, tax collectors, lepers and other unclean folk. Read Matthew 9:10-13
and discuss:
•

In Jesus’ day, what did foreigners, disabled people, prostitutes, tax collectors, “sinners,” lepers and other unclean folk have in common? Why
were they looked down upon?

•

Why does Jesus hang out with the downtrodden? What does Jesus’
behavior toward these people indicate? Since Jesus is the full manifestation of God, what does his behavior toward these people say about
the heart of God? Though God loves everyone, what does Jesus’ behavior say about God’s priorities?

•

Jesus said: “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those
who are sick.” What does this mean to you? What does it mean for the
Christian community?

•

What would Jesus say about the people who are struggling in recovery?

•

To whom else among today’s forgotten and downtrodden people
would Jesus likely be drawn? Why?

Tell us:
Do you find this guide
helpful? Send comments and
suggestions to rcblezard@
embarqmail.com
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Exercise 4: Broken people
Review Suzanna Hayes’ story that begins the article in Living Lutheran.
What parts can you identify with?
•

When have you felt unworthy of God’s love? Why?

•

When have you felt that you must be a disappointment to God? Why?

•

Haven’t we all dealt with the brokenness of life at some time?

•

How have you learned, as Suzanna did, that God loves you and that
God’s love is beyond disappointment?

Exercise 5: Addicted to sin
In the standard Evangelical Lutheran Worship prayer of confession we
declare to God that “we are captive to sin and cannot free ourselves” (The
Lutheran Book of Worship phrases it “bondage to sin.”) In other words,
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our choices for our behavior are controlled by our desire to sin. We can’t
keep from sinning even though we may try our hardest.
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•

In what ways is this understanding of sin the very definition of an
addiction?

•

Discuss the similarities between our opening line in the prayer of confession and the first step in a 12-step program: Surrender—admitting
we are powerless on our own.

•

As sin addicts, on what and on whom do we place our trust and hope? Is
that source of trust and hope different for other types of addicts too?

•

In what ways are we, the human family, just a collection of addicts who
need God’s love and mercy?

Exercise 6: Hospital for sinners
There’s an old saying attributed to “Dear Abby” (Abigail Van Buren): “A
church is a hospital for sinners, not a museum for saints.” Do you agree?
Why or why not?
•

Which better describes your congregation—a hospital for sinners or
museum for saints? Explain.

•

Would it better fit your congregation if you substituted the word
“museum” with any of the following: society, country club, hotel, association, social organization, fellowship?

•

What holds your congregation back from becoming more of a “hospital for sinners”? How can you overcome those barriers?
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Suzanna Hayes says she was broken four years ago. She’d
been sober for 14 years but felt stagnant in her recovery.
Around that time she saw a flier for Common Ground
Recovery Ministry based in Wyomissing, Pa., at her Alcoholics
Anonymous meeting and figured she’d give it a try. But when
she arrived, she couldn’t bring herself to walk inside.
“I thought I was a disappointment to God and that I didn’t
deserve to be there,” she said. “I walked back and forth between
the door and the sidewalk, and I was just screaming at God,
saying, ‘What am I supposed to do? I can’t go in there.’ ”

Then something happened that would
change Hayes’ life forever. A woman came
out from the church and took her by the
hand. She led her into the service, sat with
her, and every few minutes she leaned
over to say, “You’re not alone.”
From then on, Hayes has been going to
Common Ground (atonementwyo.org/
commonground.html). She makes it a
point to welcome newcomers in the same
way she was. “There is always hope and
if we don’t share it, how will people ever
know?” she said.
Hayes credits Tom Scornavacchi,

pastor of Common Ground, with both
her success in recovery as well as that of
the ministry’s.
For Scornavacchi, building the
recovery ministry has taken a while. The
former addict said he went from being a
successful businessman to living on the
streets. While homeless, he met a pastor
named Luther Routte. “He set me right,”
Scornavacchi said. “He started my journey
back to life.”

This baptismal font was designed
specifically for Common Ground
Recovery Ministry based in
Wyomissing, Pa. According to the
ministry, the shattered pieces of
glass used in the design represent
“booze bottles, glass syringes … and
other paraphernalia that separated
us, not only from God, but also
from all that sustains life.” The light
blue cross represents the waters
of baptism in which all are washed
clean and given new life in Christ.
Photo: Courtesy of Tom Scornavacchi
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The core of that journey has been helping others recover from
addiction. He first worked with a housing program that connected
addicts with places to stay. During that time he also went to college, but
says by age 59 he got tired of saying “no” to God. “So I packed my bags
and went to seminary,” he said.
Following seminary, Scornavacchi began working on Common
Ground. “It started in 2010 as a conversation,” he said. “We asked what
we could learn from the 12-step community that could be valuable to
traditional church ministry.”
He started a speaker series that invited people to talk about how
the 12-step program had worked in their lives. Then it branched out
into educational programs that welcomed loved ones to learn how
recovery works.
Meanwhile he started holding services directed toward recovering
addicts. Scornavacchi now holds two services per week plus a prayer and
meditation service. Additionally, once a month he holds a healing service
where people can talk about their journey and ask for prayer.
While he describes those services as traditional, he said they follow
the 12-step program rather than the lectionary, with exception for
special seasons like Advent or Lent.
While Scornavacchi said Common Ground is specifically a recovery
ministry, that doesn’t mean only addicts and alcoholics are welcome. “We
believe that all people are recovering from something, whether it’s drugs
or alcohol or abuse or just the general hurts and hang-ups from life,” he
said. “We say all are welcome in our community and we mean that.”
At Church of the Damascus Road in the Walker Sayle Unit of the
Texas prison system, Dan Lund also leads a recovery ministry. The
recovering addict became a synodically authorized worship leader in
2014. He works with prisoners on their recovery every Saturday, holds
worship with communion every other Friday, and organizes a worship
band and choir made up of inmates.
“This is my church, here inside the prison,” he said. “I don’t do this for
recognition; I do this to help save souls.”
Jeffrey Myrick is one such soul. “I surrendered myself to the Lord and
I was reborn on the unit,” he said.
Myrick is out of jail and clean now, and he’s still close with Lund. “We
help people who are right on the edge, who are falling in the cracks of
society,” he said. “Helping other people is the best way to aid in your
recovery. I used to do drugs and drink every day and now I work for
Jesus—that’s better than any high I ever had.”
Rachel Bouman, ELCA program director for disability ministries, is
interested in growing recovery-based ministries, as they welcome people
to the church who might not have found it otherwise.
“People go to Alcoholics Anonymous meetings or Bible-based
recovery meetings and they get involved in the Lutheran church that
way,” she said. “These ministries are really important to the ELCA
because they show God’s grace in action.”
Download a study guide by clicking on the “Spiritual practices &
resources” tab at LivingLutheran.org.

Alysa Offman is a lifelong Lutheran, wife, mother and
writer living and working in metropolitan Detroit.
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