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TESTIMONY OF A FORMER ADDICT– 09
The fragile sand dollar
http://blog.seattlepi.com/monasticmoments/2008/05/14/the-fragile-sand-dollar/
By Sharon R. Friel, San Francisco, California, May 14, 2008
From the book 101 Inspirational Stories of the Power of Prayer

I was not raised in any faith, Christian or otherwise, and did not have any idea of how much God loved and cared for me, for all of us, so what happened came as a total surprise.

It seemed that I had failed at everything I ever tried in life. I dropped out of high school with learning disabilities. I was not able to hold a job because of emotional outbursts and disorganization. I had so much emotional pain bottled inside of me that I could see no way out.

Then I made a horrible decision to start using drugs. Crack cocaine. A guy gave it to me saying, "It's not like heroin, you won't get addicted." Stupidly, I believed him. Within two days, I was addicted and became violently ill if I could not smoke it. My raging outbursts became worse, not better. I could not sleep.

It was not long before I was unemployed, homeless, and involved in crime. I was always freezing cold, starving, and thirsty. Every year I would get pneumonia. I was frequently in jail, dirty, or in the emergency room from violent assaults. I was so miserable; I was literally losing my mind. The world hates you when you are in that state, but it did not compare to the self-hatred I felt.

Crack cocaine was a life-controlling obsession. I could not go three minutes without thinking about it. Even after it burned my lungs and I had to have lung surgery to remove a lobe of one lung, I still craved the drug. The minute I was released from the hospital I went right back to chasing it.

I was full of despair, seemingly cut off from the world and any chance of a normal life. Every day I experienced violence, hatred and meanness in the streets. I wondered if there was any hope for anyone. My first ray of light came in November of 1999 when I had a friend who actually lived in a house with a mailing address. This was very important to me because now, in the rare instance that someone needed to contact me, they could reach me using her address.

For many years, I had not heard from my identical twin sister who had moved to Tennessee. Then suddenly, out of the blue, she sent me a Mass card with a picture of St. Therese on it. The card said that Masses would be offered for my healing.

I found out that my sister had gone through RCIA (Rite of Christian Initiation for Adults) and was now in the Catholic Church. I loved that card because it was a sign that someone cared about and loved me. I had my friend keep it for me. However, although I loved receiving the card and thought it was very nice, I had no idea what healing Masses really meant.

Exactly four months from the day I received my sister's card (this was after six nonstop years of being drug addicted, homeless, hopeless, and in and out of jail hospitals), I caught a terrible case of pneumonia. My temperature rose to 108° and my oxygen dipped so low that I fainted in the streets. I woke up in the ambulance, once again on the way to the emergency room.

I was hospitalized for weeks and was so sick and weak I could hardly move. One day while I was there, a few of Mother Teresa's nuns (Missionaries of Charity) were making their rounds at the hospital.

Two of the sisters stopped in to see me. What compassion I saw in those two women! It made me cry with happiness. They were so kind to me, and even had a sense of humor, which surprised me.

Later, I was transferred to a skilled nursing facility to recuperate. The doctor there told me I was in a very fragile state. Although I was extremely weak, they allowed me to have a two-hour leave one day so I could go with a friend to get documents from the social security office and the DMV for disability help. While we were out, I asked my friend if he would take me to the ocean. I have always loved the ocean and was afraid I would not live to see it again.

When we arrived, it was windy, cold, and overcast. My friend had to hold me tightly because I could not stand or walk on my own. As we made our way along the beach, I started looking for a sand dollar. The ones I found were all cracked and in shards, broken up from rocks and the crashing waves. I kept looking though, almost desperately, to see if I could find a whole one, knowing it was unlikely. Then, lo and behold, at my feet was a tiny, almost transparent, fragile-looking sand dollar! There was not one crack in it, nor any chips on its sides. It was perfectly shaped, round and smooth. 
This little sand dollar had survived when the thick big ones had not! I took it back to the hospital with me, holding it carefully as my little treasure. This small, beautiful gift of the sea gave me renewed hope for my own situation.

I was released, only to end up in the emergency room yet again. It was an infected blood clot in my chest, a stroke in progress, and I was admitted back into the hospital.

This time I asked to see a priest. I wanted to join my sister in the Catholic Church. I wanted to be close to Jesus and not alone anymore. The next day Father Vitale came to see me. He asked lots of questions and I answered them as carefully and truthfully as I could. After that I was able to receive my sacraments right there in the hospital--including my first Communion!

I was so filled with joy! It was indescribable! I was flooded with deep peace in spite of all the pain and sickness I felt physically. The priest was so compassionate, so filled with light. I knew right then and there that I was home. I was not lost anymore.

I knew God loved me. Today, almost eight years later, I never miss Mass, I love praying the rosary, and I still have that special Mass card and sand dollar. I believe God was speaking to me through that little sand dollar. I also still feel that deep sense of peace, after all these years.

Oh, and I have no more drug addictions! I have a nice apartment and still have my good friend, St. Therese. I am still in awe of the ability of Jesus and the saints to love us in whatever state we are in, and His ability to heal so thoroughly. Prayers are definitely answered. There is no doubt left in my mind.
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