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An 86 year old woman met me in the park early this spring during my evening walk.  I 
stopped to have a chat with her.  During our conversation she asked me what I did for a 
living and I told her that I was a therapist, an addiction's therapist.  She turned to me and 
said: "Yes, a therapist, isn't that what this generation needs today to turn to for help?  
Everyone is addicted to one thing or another."  Then she continued with a sad note in her 
voice about a time when people who were feeling bad or hurting could walk into the 
church to make connection with God and walk out feeling "whole and complete".  I 
reflected on the elderly woman's statement on the way home.  It became clear to me in 
different light that our need to feel better, to feel whole and complete, is the core of all 
addiction.   
 
If the woman's statement, which coincided with my beliefs, is true, then questions 
emerge: What is it in our society that gives it so many addictive elements? What in fact is 
addiction? Why are we enslaved by things outside of our selves? 
 
THE THEORY OF ADDICTION 
Addiction is a rather complex phenomenon and trying to define it is a hazardous task.  
Many definitions have been put forth.  Indeed, addiction is often used for almost any 
disorder one can imagine.  This is why the World Health Organization, as long ago as 
1964, suggested replacing the word "addiction" with "dependence" - a more neutral term 
that includes mild as well as severe forms.  Dependence is but one problem among many 
others and is caused by substance-bound or non-substance-bound forms of excessive 
behavior.  Trying to find a common denominator for these forms is difficult because one 
has to deal with diverse scientific approaches.  Put very simply, addiction/dependence is 
something that has a hold on the addict; the addict is not free in the choices they are 
making.  The addict is ensnared by a substance or a habit and is engaged in inadequate 
forms of problem-solving behavior in which the substance or compulsive habit is central 
to the addict's life and hinders physical, psychological and social functioning.  
 
Many people believe addiction is an entirely psychological disorder resulting from 
character defects, emotional problems and/or immorality.  They believe if these character 
and emotional disorders are corrected, "normal" substance use or "normal"  
behavior is possible.  Others believe addiction is a reaction of the body to an addicting 
substance.  Once the addicting substance is removed and the body has adjusted to the 
absence of the substance, there are no more problems.  Still others believe addiction is the 
result of social and environmental factors.  They believe that it has to do with the 
circumstances surrounding drinking or drug use.  These people believe that if a person  
learns to drink or use responsibly and does not misuse chemicals they will not become 
addicted.  While there is truth in each of these beliefs, it is only partial truth.  To believe 
that addiction results entirely from any one cause leads to inappropriate reactions to 
addictive behavior. 
 



 More correctly, addiction is a bio-psycho-social disorder. That is, it affects an 
individual physically, psychologically, and socially.  All addiction has elements of these 
three factors. Symptoms that develop as a result of an addictive disease are also 
bio-psycho-social.  Physical, psychological, and social problems develop as a direct 
consequence of addictive use.  These complications are secondary to the addiction: they 
result from it, they are not the cause. However, these symptoms create a need to 
continue the addiction in order to manage the pain of the addiction itself. 
 
SOME FORMS OF DEPENDENCY 
Chemical addiction is the addiction to mood altering substances such as alcohol or other 
drugs.  Compulsive behavior patterns often resemble chemical addiction and have similar  
characterisitics.  However, the major difference is that an addiction to a chemical entails a 
person putting a toxin directly into the system and, consequently, into the brain.  The 
chemical, and the by-products of  that chemical, damage the brain and alter brain 
chemistry, perhaps permanently. 
 
Compulsive behavior is less damaging to the body and the brain but can also alter brain 
chemistry.  For this reason, I will sometimes refer to compulsive behavior as 
mood-altering behaviors. It is not yet certain in what ways they are alike and in what 
ways they are different.  It is clear, however, that there are many similarities, especially in 
the reactions of persons experiencing them.  For example, some people react obsessively 
and compulsively to alcohol, marijuana, or cocaine.  Other people approach work, eating, 
sexual activity, or spending in an obsessive and compulsive manner.  They may also be 
obsessed with gambling or risk-taking behavior.   
  
Behavior can alter moods by actually altering brain chemistry.  Recent research 
demonstrates that mood altering behaviors affect the brain in a way similar to alcohol and 
drugs.  This may explain why people who are recovering from compulsive behaviors may 
develop a chemical addiction in order to cope with pain and problems during a period of 
abstinence from the compulsive behaviors.  All addictive behavior is motivated by 
positive intent but the intention is usually carried out in a self-defeating matter.  
Fundamentally, addiction represents a search for completeness, a desire to feel good, and 
a desire to feel at home with one self and with others.  While addicted individuals long 
for wholeness, addictive behavior disconnects them from reality, from friends and from 
family.  The end  
result is that they feel even more lonely and empty. 
 
 
DISTRACTION FROM SELF 
Our beliefs about ourselves influence the choices we make.  Wrong choices can lead to a 
compulsive search for happiness outside the self through different substances (alcohol, 
drugs, food) or activities (work, sex, sleep, shopping, entertainment).  The compulsive 
quest for happiness outside the self can also result in destructive relationships.  Losing 
awareness of one's soul initiates the addiction process as a person mistakenly attempts to 
fill this loss with something external.  This leads to neglect of the gift of God within, the 
spiritual gift that allows one to live life abundantly. 
 



Addicts are like people on a spiritual journey who buy the wrong ticket with the hope of 
getting to the right destination.  What the addicted person wants or needs desperately is 
connection with self, their loved ones, God, and the world around them. Faulty 
self-perception leads to the seeking of the self externally because of the fear to look 
within.  Overcoming addiction entails overcoming that fear and opening the heart to 
feelings that have long been withheld.  The reluctance to do this may be due to the fear of 
being judged, hurt, in conflict with another, or the fear of being rejected - the list is a long 
one. 
 
While there is no one cause for addiction, despite the variety of life issues that predispose 
individuals towards various addictive behaviors, there is one common element: the 
feeling of inner emptiness coupled with the search for wholeness, feelings of love and 
acceptance, belonging and self worth.  These are basic feelings which allow us to be self 
accepting.  They are at the core of the healthy, whole person.  
 

"In communing with the self one finds not deadly boredom and melancholy but 
an inner partner, more than that, relationship that seems like the happiness of a 
secret love, or like a hidden springtime when the green seed sprouts from the 
earth, holding out the promise of future harvests." 

    Carl Jung 
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