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Out of the depths
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The title of my reflection comes from Psalm 130 and the larger phrasing reads ‘Out of the
depths | cry to you O Lord; Oh Lord, hear my voice; let your ears be attentive to my plea’. It
issues from a place of deep distress - of loss, despair, powerlessness. The Latin form ‘De
Profundis’ was the title of my father’s memoire, written as he returned to some dark
moments in his own life — a pilgrimage from the destitution of alcoholism into a life of
sobriety and recovery and the discovery of a life ‘beyond his wildest dreams’. In a
contemporary world the story of the Gadarene demoniac speaks to us of the torments of
mental illness and addiction, In New Testament language, his condition is imaged in terms of
possession by demons. For me, it speaks of powerlessness over a seemingly helpless
condition of mind and body. | was a child affected by my father’s alcoholism and later
succumbed to the problem myself. Thanks be to God and Alcoholics Anonymous, | am the
beneficiary of many years of recovery.

The first step in the AA program depends on an acceptance of our inability to get well on our
own strength. It reads: ‘We admitted we were powerless over alcohol —that our lives had
become unmanageable. There is more. Recovery from addiction depends on our willingness
to reach out for help, to accept that we need the power greater than ourselves and
fellowship with others who suffer the same illness, that we need to change our relationship
to many things, toforge a relationship with a God ‘of our own understanding’ and share
what we have discovered with alcoholics who still suffer. What is striking is that thesevery
same themes are embedded in the story of the Gadarene demoniac.

Let me rest briefly on some key moments in the story and the parallels with the process of
healing from addiction in 12 step programs like AA.

The man who races forward to engage with Jesus in the region of Gadara (near the Sea of
Galilee) has lived in the tombs for many years. Luke tells us that he is naked, isolated and
driven by forces he cannot control. Whether we accept the idea of possession by demons, it
is nevertheless obvious that this man is at the mercy of his condition and cut off from the
larger human community. Like the addict, he cannot observe norms of behaviour acceptable
to the people of Gadara. Here we are in the realm of powerlessness — for alcoholics, an
inability to control one’s drinking and the behaviours that come with the illness.



Hope arrives in the person of Jesus who engages with the demoniac as he races out of the
caves to meet him, crying ‘What do you want with me Jesus, son of the most high God?’
Already there is recognition that he has met a power greater than himself, greater than all
the demons who possess him. At some point in our journey to the depths, we realise we
need help. Someone drives us to a Detox or rehab, a woman answers the phone at Lifeline
and then contacts a member of AA who takes us to a meeting, we hear someone’s story and
identify — If she or he can get well, then maybe so can .

There is something in this story about the importance of naming our condition. Jesus asks
the demoniac ‘What is your name?’ And the response is dramatic — ‘legion’. This poor man
may be ‘poly-addicted’ in contemporary language. We begin any sharing of our story in AA
not just with our name but the name of our problem ‘My name is Mary and I’'m an alcoholic’.
This acknowledges the depth of our need for healing, for identification with others who
share our problem and a chance to be delivered from ‘a seemingly hopeless condition of
mind and body’. Hope comes from the naming of our problem and a shared tracing of the
path of recovery. And in a quirk of AA, we often take on a new name, identifiable by our
group or idiosyncracies of our former life — sandshoe Jimmy, Firey Michael, Waggy Bill,
Judge Jim, Mary from Stanmore. A new life and a new name.

Jesus sends the demons into the bodies of pigs feeding on a nearby mountain. In what is the
most dramatic moment for his disciples and observers, under the influence of the demons,
the pigs charge down the mountain into the sea and drown. And in that moment, there goes
the resource that supports not just the lives of the swineherds but the local economy
generally. In the years before he died at 91, my dad would often observe that recovery from
alcoholism would not just be the old life brushed up but a completely new life. And with this
would come new jobs, new interests, new relationships but also trouble for earlier ways of
living. Marriages don’t just fail before we get sober but often afterwards as one partner
embarks on a path that the other cannot tolerate. The job we accepted whilst drinking can
pall or become a block to our creative development. Old buddies resent us because we are
no longer much fun. They tell us we talk too much of God, of recovery, AA. Like the
Gadarene, we are clothed and in our right minds, but it doesn’t always suit familiar people in
our community. In this story, the swineherds race away to the town and tell the story of
what has happened and when the town folk come to see for themselves, they are afraid and
beg Jesus to leave the town. Recovery can up-end the status quo.

Finally, it is interesting that Jesus does not allow the man healed, clothed and in his right
mind to stay with him. Rather, he sends him away, saying, ‘Go back home and report all that
God has done for you’. The man does as he is commanded and shares the story of his
healing throughout the region known as the Decapolis. One theologian (Tom Wright) has
suggested that he was the first apostle to the Gentiles. In a similar way, once we are sober
and have embarked on the road to recovery, we do not ‘rest on our laurels’ as the Big Book
of AA says but begin to reach out to others. Typically, we have identified our grosser
handicaps, listed those we have harmed and made amends. We have begun to take regular
inventory, to pray and to meditate, seeking to improve our conscious contact with God as we
understand God’. The 12th step says: ‘Having had a spiritual awakening as a result of these



steps, we tried to carry this message to alcoholics and to practise these principles in all our
affairs’. Turning outwards to help others is a key part of the healing process.

The AA way of life is a design for living that works. It complements my faith as a practising
Catholic and it illuminates my study of bible passages like this one. And if | am to identify
three moments of crisis and growth in my spiritual life, they would be as follows:

1. | was a cradle Catholic, attending mass with my many brothers and sisters each Sunday
and even doing a faux confession on regular Saturday afternoons — confessing sins | had not
committed in order to get the sweet release of healing as | skipped down the stairs of the
local church and the promise of a chocolate puff ball afterwards. But when things went sour
between my parents as my father’s alcoholism deepened in my late teens, | lost my faith.
The God | called to on the roof of our Mosman house did not put my parents back together
and in fact things got far worse in the years that followed and my family was split asunder. |
was powerless to make things right and my childhood faith foundered under the weight of
old ideas about God.

2. The second occurred in 1978 when | was 25 and in a state of desolation, | found myself
walking forward for prayer at an ecumenical service. It pre-figured the ecumenical
community that is Benedictus. A Baptist friend bought me to the church in Bellingen, a
Catholic priest led the service and an Anglican minister prayed for me. | learned on that
fateful night that | was loved by God and that there was a purpose to my life. This encounter
with the divine was dramatic, life changing and set my feet on a new path including the path
into a recovery | did not then realise | needed. | learned to pray in tongues, to praise God
and, two years later, to join Alcoholics Anonymous. | have not had a drink since June 1980.

3. The third | want to talk about happened years later, when | had found the love of my life
and was pregnant with our second child. | had begun to bleed after a surfing accident, and it
was touch and go whether | would lose the baby. My specialist recommended that | have an
amniocentesis to diagnose whether the foetus was normal and mentioned that | could lose
the baby as a result. ‘But don’t worry,” he added, ‘if you lose this one you can have another’
(not so easy, | was 38 at the time). He went on to say that | was likely carrying a child with a
serious defect like Downs Syndrome, adding: ‘We’re in a position now where we can rid the
world of children with Downs Syndrome’. In the midst of my agony, | prayed for peace and
God said ‘The baby’s fine’. For the next 6 months, | leaned into this peace and learned some
important lessons about trust in the absence of evidence that all is well. Some moments of
crisis clarify our values in piercing ways. | do not want to live in a world that does not
welcome children of all abilities and disabilities. | not only sacked my obstetrician but held
onto the baby (who is a healthy 34 year-old, enjoying his first experience of Burning Man).

Currently, | am leaning into the mystery of knowing less about God as my husband, Stefan
Horarik, and | live out our lives on a sheep farm in Yass. Benedictus and daily meditation in
community has become important to the peace of not-knowing. But perhaps most
important is the re-discovery of creative play as central to my practice. Susanna Pain’s
invitation to participate in the Simply Alive workshop in 2023 was life changing. Like the
Gadarene demoniac, I've learned important things in the course of my struggles:



It’s OK to be powerless over people, places and things but | can do something about my
situation by reaching out for help when I’'m struggling with a problem too big for me.
Increasingly, God is a mystery | do not understand but a presence that | can depend on. | am
finding that | need to let go of old ideas about the spiritual life and attend to the sacred in
the everyday, to respect my need for creative play (solitary and communal). The God of my
experience is more and more a God of surprises.



