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About thirty years ago I became concerned about my parents’ drinking.

They had come up to Boston for my wedding and during the time here their drinking clearly affected their behavior.  Nothing bad; no scenes or arguments, but each night they drank a bit too much and became overly talkative, overly affectionate; a kind of extreme version of their usual selves.  

Drinking alcohol had long been a normal part of my family’s life, so their drinking wasn’t surprising, but the amount my parents were drinking each night and how it affected them concerned me.

It occurred to me that they were feeling some mixture of elation and anxiety, which is pretty much the usual combination at most weddings, at least for those most directly involved, and their excessive drinking may have been a reaction to this situation, and not any lasting problem, and so after the wedding and honeymoon, when life was back to normal, I shared my concern with my two sisters, the youngest of whom was still in college and so still at home a lot, to see if either of them had noticed a change in my parents drinking apart.

As is often the case in these situations things seemed unclear; both sisters had noticed the change in my parents at the time of my wedding, but perhaps not felt it as deeply as me.  My youngest sister said that it did seem that my parents were drinking more back at home, but it was unclear to her how problematic this was.

I decided I needed to learn more about alcoholism.  I knew there was a class on this topic offered by Episcopal Divinity School, my seminary alma mater, taught by an Episcopal priest, who was himself an alcoholic, although in recovery for over twenty years.  He had an excellent reputation as someone who was a great teacher, so I signed up for the class.  This proved to be one of the best things I’ve ever done, at least educationally.  I learned a lot, and virtually all that I learned felt important and was useful.  

The class was grounded in experience, we learned a lot from practitioners, experts who came to our class to lecture, but also people “out in the field.”  Each of us was required to attend two AA meetings, two Al-Anon meetings, and to make visits to the outpatient treatment center at Cambridge City Hospital and to a detox facility in Kenmore Square (which no longer exists, as over the years funding for drug and alcohol treatment has been drastically cut).

We learned from visiting lecturers about the devastating effects of alcoholism, both directly and indirectly.  For example the majority of hospitalizations are connected with alcohol abuse, either directly (due to the chronic effects of long-time alcohol abuse) or indirectly (traffic accidents or other mishaps related to intoxication).

We learned how many people die each year in traffic accidents, I think at that time more than 50,000 a year, with something like 80% alcohol related. 

We learned that the amount of alcohol is roughly similar in a class of beer, a glass of wine, or a mixed drink.  The amount of liquid varies substantially, but the alcohol introduced into your bloodstream is pretty constant among all three.  In other words, “A drink is a drink is a drink.”  People who say, “I only drink beer, not the hard stuff” “Or “I used to have scotch every evening, but now I only drink wine” as evidence that they don’t have a drinking problem are misinformed, or more likely, in denial.  

Denial is a central dynamic with this disease, which is why it can be so devastating.  The alcoholic craves the very thing that is destroying him or her, can’t imagine living without alcohol, it seems to be the very thing that helps him or her survive, but the fact is that unless the alcoholic does stop drinking he or she won’t survive.   Excuses, rationalizations, blaming everyone and everything else instead of realizing that alcohol itself is the problem is utterly typical.

The priest who taught the course told us that he knew he didn’t have a drinking problem because he only drank on special occasions, like birthdays, anniversaries, or at celebratory meals like Easter, Thanksgiving, Christmas, Memorial Day. . . Fourth of July. . . .  

His wife found him fairly inebriated at lunchtime one day and she asked him what was happening, what was the special occasion, and he told her, straight-faced, he’d learned that morning it was National Audubon Day.

“I love birds!” he said.  Or perhaps mumbled.

I learned that alcoholism does not depend on any pattern.  There are some alcoholics who start drinking early in the day, while others refrain from drinking until later in the day after work.  Some alcoholics only drink on weekends. Some don’t drink with any regularity at all but can go on vicious benders once or twice a year.

For an alcoholic, the issue isn’t what you drink, or when you drink, or even how often your drink, but what happens when you drink.  If your drinking causes problems, for you or anyone else, then this is a warning sign, if bad things happen when you drink then you have a problem.  Arguments, problems at work, missed appointments, accidents; all the things that are often blamed on other people, (“my boss is completely unreasonable and demanding”) or unusual circumstances (“that car came out of nowhere!”) can be traced back to drinking.  That’s really the problem.

When I finished the class I wrote a long letter to my parents, expressing my concern about their drinking, that my concern prompted me to take a class on alcohol and alcoholism to learn more, and then I shared with them what I learned, and what I had observed when they came for my wedding.

My fear was that they would react defensively and become angry at me (which often happens when people try to intervene with an alcoholic).  My hope was that they would understand I was motivated by my love for them.  This is what happened.  When they received the letter they called me and we talked, we had a good conversation.  They heard and appreciated my concern.

I also made a vow to preach about this from time to time, as I now had knowledge and awareness that seemed important to share, and I was determined to do so.  I wanted to do this from the pulpit, rather than after church at a forum or class, because I suspected that people who would most benefit from this information might avoid a forum on alcoholism.

I was reminded of this vow in the wake of the BP disaster, because there has been so much talk about America’s “addiction” to oil, and as I listened to this I have wondered if this is a fair analogy. Is America “addicted” to oil the way an alcoholic is addicted to alcohol, or is this overblown political rhetoric?

Remembering that the bottom line for determining addiction isn’t how much or how often someone drinks, but whether problems result from drinking, I started thinking about what has happened because of our dependence on oil.

Continued access to oil was one of the more significant factors in our invasion of Iraq in 2003 and it was clearly a major factor when we intervened on behalf of Kuwait in 1990 and then went to war with Iraq in 1991.

The Exxon Valdez spill was an incredible disaster at the time, and twenty years later the effects are still evident, but the BP drilling disaster is making that look insignificant. At this point everything BP has tried to do to contain the leak has failed and the oil continues to gush into the Gulf of Mexico.

Here’s a thought that haunts me:  what if they are unable to find a way to stop the flow?  What if the relief well they have begun drilling and hope to complete sometime in August also doesn’t work?  What if this well just keeps pumping oil out into the gulf, non-stop, until all the oil in it is gone, or I should say all the oil in it has flowed out into our oceans?

I had been pretty dismissive of the apocalyptic scenarios that are supposed to occur in 2012, all kinds of natural disasters that were predicted by the ancient Mayas or Aztecs.  I was dismissive, but the idea of an unstoppable oil flow into our ocean seems possible, and perhaps the beginning of a radical transformation of the world, for the worse, as these 2012 doomsday scenarios predict.  Does that seem crazy to imagine?  I don’t know, but it haunts me.

Are bad things happening as a result of our dependence on oil?  Ask the families of those who have died in Iraq, and not just the American families.  Ask the people in Prince William Sound, Alaska, or the oystermen in Port Sulfur, Louisiana.  Ask the Floridians who live in Gulf Breeze, Pensacola, Fort Walton, Destin whose livelihood depends on tourism or fishing.  

Are bad things happening as a result of our dependence on oil?  It’s inescapable.

So what should we do, what can we do?  I wrote a letter to my parents, they listened, and their behavior changed.  It doesn’t seem that simple when we think about oil.

And I have to confess, that people of faith may have a peculiar liability when we think about this problem.  Our faith is informed by a long history of miracle stories, in fact we heard two read today.  Elijah miraculously raising from the dead the only son of the widow who had given him food and shelter, and in the gospel lesson we heard about Jesus raising from the dead the son of the widow of Nain.

We have, in our faith stories, the reassuring account that God can bring back even the dead.  Nothing is impossible for God, and so we are open to the possibility of unimaginable miracles, in fact that’s the center of the Christian faith, Jesus’ resurrection.  So it is easy for us to imagine that as frightening and awful as this hideous oil spill is, God can redeem it somehow.  We may not know how, or when, but at some level I think we are open to God’s healing power, which of course lets us off the hook somewhat.  It may seem too difficult, to overwhelming for us to solve, but not for God.

I understand that God is not limited in the way we are, but I have to say that as we continue to foul our oceans, as our out of control lifestyle pummels the planet and uses up (or simply wastes) the resources at an alarming rate, I don’t imagine that we will wake up one morning and discover, to our amazement that God has miraculously cleansed the oceans, or whisked away the carbon dioxide we’ve pumped into the atmosphere, causing the temperature to magically drop overnight.

I believe that it is possible for us to kill the planet, and I don’t imagine God raising it from the dead.

I learned thirty years ago that an alcoholic can’t imagine living without the very thing that is killing him, but that is exactly what he (or she) needs to do in order to survive.  Similarly, we can’t imagine radically changing the way we live.  We are too dependent on oil, all the ways our current lifestyle is supported by and needs oil.  It seems impossible to change.

I am afraid we need to change if we want to survive.  We should act, do all we can.  

And we should pray.  Not that God magically or miraculously fixes things, because I don’t think that will happen, but that God works to procude a miracle in us, helping us change before it is too late.  

Before we destroy the earth.

Amen.

