
73% of Americans identify with a religious tradition¹, making faith communities uniquely positioned 
to transform how society views and responds to addiction. These communities are often the first 
points of contact for people seeking help, and religious involvement can increase the likelihood of 
successful long-term recovery2. Yet, many people with substance use disorders say they have felt 
stigma from their faith community.

Faith Leaders: Overcoming Addiction Stigma 
Through Compassionate Ministry

ADDICTION IS HARD. STIGMA MAKES IT HARDER. EndStigmaCT.com

A 2024 study by the American Psychiatric Association that 
surveyed over 2,000 American adults found 68% would seek 
mental health care if recommended by their religious leader.

The Theological Foundation  
for Compassion
Addiction is a disease, not a moral failing - this 
medical consensus aligns perfectly with core  
religious values of healing and redemption. 
Compassion over judgment reflects  
fundamental teachings across all faith  
traditions, providing a theological  
imperative for churches to lead in  
reducing stigma. There are multiple  
pathways a person can take when  
they begin their recovery journey;  
faith communities are a path for many.



A message from your New Haven County health departments.

How Faith Leaders Can Help Reduce Stigma
1. Educate Your Congregation

•	 Preach about addiction as illness: Use sermons to correct misconceptions about addiction  
	 being a choice or moral failing
•	 Share recovery stories: Invite people in recovery to share testimonies of healing and hope

•	 Provide educational materials about the science of addiction and recovery 

2. Create Safe, Supportive Spaces
•	 Train pastoral staff on addiction and mental health first aid
•	 Establish support groups like Celebrate Recovery or similar evidence-based programs

•	 Ensure confidentiality - create clear policies protecting those seeking help 

3. Use Healing-Focused Language
•	 Replace “sin” language with “sickness and healing” when discussing addiction
•	 Emphasize “beloved child of God” identity over addiction identity

•	 Focus on recovery and renewal rather than dwelling on past mistakes 

4. Build Community Partnerships
•	 Partner with treatment centers and medical professionals
•	 Host Narcan training events in your facility. Request a training from the New Haven  
	 Health Department.
•	 Hold community vigils for Overdose Awareness Day events
•	 Connect with other faith communities for broader community impact

 
Faith-Centered Recovery Examples
Celebrate Recovery

•	 35,000+ churches worldwide using this program
•	 Combines faith principles with evidence-based  
	 recovery approaches
•	 Addresses all types of “hurts, habits, and hang-ups”

The Salvation Army
•	 Integrated addiction treatment and spiritual care 
•	 93% of participants report improved spiritual  
	 wellbeing3

•	 Focuses on holistic healing approach

EndStigmaCT.com

Resources for Faith 
Communities

•	 SAMHSA Faith Community
•	 Celebrate Recovery
•	 National Association of  
	 Evangelicals
•	 Mental Health First Aid Faith  
	 Communities
•	 Spirit of Harm Reduction
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