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If someone you love has an addiction,
you may be exhausted by years of
trying unsuccessfully to save him
or her from self-defeating choices.
This book can show you how to make
changes that can free you for a life of
joy and peace.
Learn how to stop feeling responsible
for your loved one’s choices. Learn
how you can help—and how you
need to let go. Letting go may even
bring about the healing you’ve been
hoping for.
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Wanting to Help
Often those living with or caring
deeply about someone who has an
addiction recognize there is a serious
problem long before the addict does. If
you are in such a relationship you may
have tried to help the addict see the
problem. Initially, you may have
repeatedly offered mild cautions.
“Don’t you think you’ve had enough to
drink?”
“Did you eat all those cookies?”
“You just went to the gambling boat last
week!”
But as the effects of the addictive
behavior escalate, so do the warnings,
pleadings, and secret efforts to prevent
the self-destructive behaviors.
Depending on the type of addiction,
you may have poured out or diluted
bottles of alcohol, cut up credit cards,
hidden food, or destroyed pornographic
movies.

Because you want what is best for
another person, you may believe that
whatever means necessary is justified
in achieving your goal of rescuing
them. That thought process leads to a
3

Page 3

082 Out of the Shadows Text

9/12/03

9:36 AM

cycle of rescue efforts, angry outbursts,
regret, and a return to rescue efforts.
It’s exhausting, and focuses all your
energy on the other person.
When this happens you lose awareness
of your true responsibility—yourself.
You are responsible only for what you
can control: your own choices and
behavior. You cannot be responsible for
anyone else because you cannot control
anyone else’s choices or behavior.
When you want only good for another
person it may not seem like you’re
trying to control them. But even when
you want nothing for yourself, if you
act believing you have power to change
someone else, you are trying to control
(an impossible task!).
No one wants to feel as if someone else
is trying to control their actions. That’s
why you may have been the target of
angry defiance, blame, or even abuse
by the one you want to help.
If you are in this awful bind, exhausted
by years of trying unsuccessfully to
save someone from self-defeating
choices, please consider making some
changes. It can free you for a life of joy
and peace. And surprisingly, letting go
may bring about what you hoped to
accomplish with your efforts to change
someone else.
4
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Taking Care of Yourself
If you have long seen yourself as
responsible for taking care of others,
it may seem selfish to take care of
yourself and intolerable to just stand
by and watch someone you love hurt
himself with an addiction. You want to
keep caring, but that is different from
taking responsibility for their actions.
Only the addict can choose to change
the addictive behavior. Repeat this
to yourself over and over to learn to
recognize what you can and can’t
control and, therefore, what is and is
not your responsibility.

Only the addict can
choose to change the
addictive behavior.
You may think of your loved one: “If
you change I can be happy, and if you
don’t change I can’t be happy.” That’s
not true. Beginning to take care of
yourself means accepting responsibility
for your own happiness, attending to
your feelings, wants, needs, strengths,
and opinions.
If you have been entirely focused on
someone else, you may be a stranger
to yourself. One way to get to know
yourself better is to develop supportive
relationships. Find new friends by
5
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joining a church, getting to know your
neighbors and co-workers, or getting
involved in a support group. (For
information on local groups, call
1-888-4AL-ANON.) Take a class in
something that interests you: art,
computers, exercise, guitar, flower
arranging. Find something outside
your troubling relationship to focus
your attention and to learn new things
about yourself. Trust people who are
encouraging and see the best in you.

You Are Important
Begin to separate your problems from
the addict’s problems. Ask yourself:
“How am I affected by this and what
can I do to help myself?” You may be
experiencing financial stress, physical
or emotional abuse, loss of parental
involvement of your spouse. Focus
on what affects you and what you
can change. Constant worry is a
consequence of getting stuck thinking
about problems you can’t solve
yourself.
Find an action plan you can really carry
out to improve your life. If you are
being physically abused, protect
yourself. Separate yourself and your
children from the abuser—not until
promises are made, but until real
changes are made and safeguards are in
6
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place. Refuse to listen to verbal abuse.
Walk away or leave the house for a
while if necessary. Verbal abuse hurts
you, eroding good feelings about
yourself and your confidence that
you can try new things. Stop making
excuses for behavior that is hurtful to
you and work to respect your own
judgment.

Stop making excuses
for behavior that is
hurtful to you.
You may want to close a joint checking
account and open one for yourself
instead of continuing to be the victim
of a gambling or overspending
addiction. You may need to budget
more carefully, not depending on your
spouse’s unpredictable income. Cutting
expenses can help you feel more secure
and save you from the worry of
uncertainty.
Remember that your happiness is your
responsibility, not anyone else’s. So
don’t stop living your life waiting for
the addict to change. If your spouse
continually promises to attend church
with the family or to attend a child’s
ballgame, but usually ends up sleeping
late after a night of drinking, just go
yourself. It’s disappointing, but
acknowledge and deal with the
7
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disappointment instead of getting
angry and depriving yourself.

Family Members
You can’t repair a relationship between
an addicted person and the family. The
addiction will often come first, and that
damages relationships. If you take
responsibility for improving others’
relationships, you will be caught in
the middle and blamed. Instead, work
on making your own relationships
good ones.
When the addict blames you for her
poor choices, try not to argue because
an addict is thinking irrationally. You
cannot have a useful argument with
someone who is being irrational. An
addict may say, “It’s your fault I went
shopping/got drunk/ate all that ice
cream/gambled my paycheck away
because you made me mad.”
The problem is not being angry, which
is okay. The problem is the choice about
how to deal with anger. That choice is
not your responsibility. You may want
to apologize for whatever you did then
simply state: “I am not responsible for
what you chose to do when you were
angry.” Then let it go. Further
defensiveness is useless.
8
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Pray for yourself and the addict. Pray
that you will choose wisely and lovingly.
Prayer is simply telling God what’s on
your mind, and trusting that He will
offer a way out of your anguish and
into a life of hope.

Helping the Addict
Although allowing someone to
experience the negative consequences
of their behavior may seem unkind,
it is the most loving way to be in a
relationship. It respects the other
person’s power to choose.
When children are young, we intervene
on their behalf because they are
unaware of consequences. Gradually,
we teach them to understand the
connection between what they do and
what will happen as a result. They
learn to cross the street safely, to avoid
touching things that are hot, to be wary
of strange dogs. This is how we learn
to make good choices and to behave
responsibly.
Adults may be ignorant of certain risks
as well. I appreciate advice about
dangers of which I am unaware. As a
responsible adult, however, once I’ve
been cautioned I may be willing to
accept the risk and proceed knowing
I will be responsible for the
9
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consequences. Perhaps I am warned not
to travel a certain route because there is
road construction. Deciding it is a much
shorter route, I may opt to risk traffic
delays. If the trip takes hours longer
than I expected, I may be frustrated and
annoyed, but I know I am experiencing
the consequences of my choice.
Likewise, addicts need to experience
consequences of poor choices so they
can learn to believe in their own power.
When someone is constantly rescued,
he sees others as having power and
then blames them when anything goes
wrong. You may refuse to call an
employer to make excuses for your
spouse’s absence due to a hangover.
You might let your spouse or adult
child work out the problem of big debts
or bad credit. Or when your spouse
misses a special family event, or can’t
afford to buy something promised to a
child, don’t make excuses or criticize.
Encourage others to talk to the addict
about their disappointment instead of
getting you involved.

A Context of Love
As you stop taking responsibility for
the addict, know that healing can
happen only in the context of love. You
are committed to this person and want
to restore a loving relationship. If you
10
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are angry and resentful, it contaminates
your letting go. If you’re thinking, “I’ll
get her,” you’re not letting go but trying
to punish. If you can let go with love
you can avoid feeling guilty and rejoice
sincerely when the addict begins to
make even slight progress.

If you are angry and
resentful, it contaminates
your letting go.
It’s not easy to love someone who has
an addiction. Their behavior affects
you in so many ways. Sorting out what
you are able to control (that is, yourself)
is the beginning of effective action.
Focusing on how good things would
be if your loved one changed is
wishful thinking. Obsessing and
trying to control someone else are only
illusions of helpfulness. Accepting your
powerlessness to control anyone other
than yourself is essential.
Any change is difficult and making the
changes I have suggested will be very
difficult, but absolutely possible. It will
take time and lots of reassuring self-talk.
Find encouraging phrases to repeat to
yourself. (I’ve included some suggestions
at the end of this booklet.) When
you find yourself falling into an old
negative pattern, forgive yourself and
try again.
11
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Why Doesn’t God Care?
Although you may not feel it, God
does care about your situation. He is
intimately concerned with your life,
your joy, and your choices. He wants
you to be free from the slavery in
which your loved one’s addiction has
bound you.
Perhaps you find that hard to believe.
Maybe you’re thinking that if God
really cared He’d fix the problem. He’d
make the addict stop. But, you’ve tried
that, haven’t you? You’ve tried to make
the addict stop the behavior—and
maybe it’s worked, for a while. Soon,
though, the addict goes back to the
habit and things are just like they
were before.
Real change for your loved one will not
come by an outward curbing of the
behavior, but by an inner change of the
heart and mind. And that is exactly
where God has been and is working in
your situation.
God knows about the addict’s heart,
and He knows about yours. He knows
that people try to fill their lives with
many different things hoping for
pleasure, peace, release, happiness. In
our pursuit these things often become
our masters and we their slaves. To set
us free from this slavery and to offer us
12
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fullness, peace and joy, God sent His
Son, Jesus, to face all of the temptations
we face. By not falling into their power,
He broke their power to enslave us!
Jesus offers you that freedom just as He
offers it to your loved one. He promises
to change, from the inside out, everyone
who believes in Him. That is the kind
of transformation that can truly change
an addict, and those who love the
addict.
You cannot know all the ways God is
trying to get that message through to
your loved one right now. But without
a doubt He is using this booklet to get
that message through to you. God loves
you and through Jesus gives you the
power to step out of the shadows into
the full light of His love and peace.
If you would like to know more about
that love, and speak to someone who
can share other helpful material with
you, call 1-800-876-9880. Or write to
us at the address on the back of this
booklet. We care about you and want
to help.
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Encouragement
for the Journey
I have found these passages from the
Bible encouraging in difficult times.
They remind me that God provides all
I need and that He is always with me.
You may want to write these down and
look at them often to remind yourself
that you matter, that God is with you,
that there is hope for you and the
person you love who has an addiction.
“The Lord is close to the brokenhearted and
saves those who are crushed in spirit”
(Psalm 34:18).
“Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction,
faithful in prayer” (Romans 12:12).
“When I said, ‘My foot is slipping,’ Your
love, O Lord, supported me. When anxiety
was great within me, Your consolation
brought joy to my soul” (Psalm 94:18-19).
“I will never leave you nor forsake you”
(Joshua 1:5).
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Lutheran Hour Ministries
has a variety of materials
to help you deal with the
challenges of daily life:
• Divorce
• Stress
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Communication
Addictions
Parenting
Marriage
Grief
Panic
Cancer
Alzheimer’s
Anger
Angels

We also can help if you
are looking for someone in
your area to talk to about
spiritual issues. For more
information call:

1-800-876-9880
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3558 S. Jefferson Ave.,
P.O. Box 19214 • St. Louis, MO 63118

1-800-351-1001
• A connection to someone who will listen
to your concerns and try to direct you to
Christian resources––for yourself, a family
member, or a friend.
• A connection to someone who is willing
to pray with you for the emotional and
spiritual well-being of your family.
Completely free, on call weekdays,
morning to late evening,
and Saturday mornings.

A FREE Bible Study Series
• Eight Free easy-to-read lessons
• No prior Bible knowledge necessary
• Receive the first lesson, “The Most
Amazing Person that Ever Lived”
within four weeks
For your first free lesson call:

1-800-876-9880
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This booklet is distributed by
Lutheran Hour Ministries
660 Mason Ridge Center Dr.
St. Louis, Missouri 63141-8557
In Canada, write:
LLL — Canada
270 Lawrence Avenue
Kitchener, Ontario
N2M 1Y4

Our ministries
are designed to proclaim the
Gospel of Jesus Christ.
We would be happy to hear your comments after
you read this booklet. If you would like more
materials for spiritual comfort and hope, or if you
would like more information about Lutheran Hour
Ministries, please write to us, or call us at:

1-800-876-9880
In Canada,
1-800-555-6236
You can now reach
Lutheran Hour Ministries through:
E-mail:
U.S.A.
lh-min@lhm.org
Canada
luthhourmin@lll.ca

or on the World Wide Web:
www.lhm.org
Printed in U.S.A.
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If someone you love has an addiction,
you may be exhausted by years of
trying unsuccessfully to save him
or her from self-defeating choices.
This book can show you how to make
changes that can free you for a life of
joy and peace.
Learn how to stop feeling responsible
for your loved one’s choices. Learn
how you can help—and how you
need to let go. Letting go may even
bring about the healing you’ve been
hoping for.

6BE81

Page 1

