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About This Book

	This book is based on the twelve steps as they were originally published in what is commonly referred to as The Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous and have been interpreted by Hyannis format Big Book Step Study meetings. It will quote heavily from the Big Book and will reference concepts commonly presented at Hyannis format meetings. It’s important to note that I’m not the author of any of that material.

	It’s also important to note that while it’s true that I’m an alcoholic and that I’ve attended AA meetings, I don’t speak for AA. I’m sharing my interpretation of what I’ve read and heard, which is no more correct than anyone else’s. Nor should I be taken as a representative of what it means to be a member of AA or an alcoholic.

	But I’d be remiss if I didn’t acknowledge the many people whose thoughts have shaped my own, most particularly those people who practice what is called the Hyannis format. My words are original, but these ideas are not. The steps can be found in the Big Book, and my interpretation of them cleaves very closely to what I was taught in Hyannis format Big Book Step Study meetings.

	You’ll want to acquire a Big Book of your own as a study aid. Much of the text is useful even to those who aren’t alcoholics, but be warned that it was written a long time ago. Some of the language can be hard to parse. I think of it like the Bible. The language is poetic. Once you know what the words mean, the phrasing sticks because of its beauty.

	You can buy a Big Book from any retailer. In doing so, you may come across another book called The Twelve Steps and the Twelve Traditions. That’s also a good book, but it’s supplemental reading. It includes essays about each of AA’s twelve steps written by one of AA’s founders many years after the Big Book came out. The instructions for how to work the steps are in the original Big Book.

	


Who is this book for?

	For you! For everyone. For anyone who feels weighed down by anger, resentment, worry or fear. For anyone who knows they’re not being their best self but who can’t figure out how to do better. For anyone engaging in a harmful behavior they can’t stop. For anyone who would like to harness the power of the twelve steps, regardless of how they identify.

	How to use this book

	You’ve probably heard the word sponsor as it relates to AA before. A sponsor is someone who suffers from the same problem you do, who has found a solution to that problem, and who’s willing to share that solution with you. A good AA sponsor will help you work through the twelve steps to find a solution like the one they found while also allowing you to have your own journey.

	If you identify with an existing twelve step program, you can go to meetings where you may find a sponsor, but not all sponsors will work the steps with you in this way. Some modern-day sponsors act more like parents or counselors (or mini dictators). When choosing a sponsor, be sure to talk to them about what kind of step work you’ll be doing together.

	But since you picked up a book called Twelve Steps for Your Non-Addicted Life, I’ll assume you don’t identify with any existing twelve step program. Luckily, the Big Book was originally written to reach alcoholics who didn’t have access to AA meetings. It’s meant to be a self-help book, and so is this. You can work the twelve steps without having a group to attend.

	That said, there are two steps—namely five and ten—that require a second person, someone who’ll listen to you and give you appropriate feedback. Ideally, this shouldn’t be someone with whom you have an intimate relationship. You can’t work through your resentments against your significant other with your significant other, for obvious reasons.

	The Big Book recommends a friend or spiritual adviser for those who don’t have a fellow alcoholic with whom to work. You may find that your pastor or your therapist could fill this role. We’ll talk through specific requirements when we get to step five. If you have a friend who might be interested in this way of life, perhaps they’ll join you on this journey and you can “sponsor” each other. You may be able to find others who’ve been through this process online or through groups like All Addictions Anonymous that don’t have specific requirements for membership.

	At the end of each chapter is a section labelled “How to do this step.” This section will give you concrete instructions. For some steps, the how-to is very simple—you’ll say a prayer or acknowledge a truth. For other steps, the instructions will require a lot of sustained effort.

	I strongly recommend that you not skip ahead. We’ve got a saying in AA: the steps are in order for a reason. You won’t be able to properly understand or do a step that’s ahead of where you are. Worse, reading ahead may scare you from continuing on. Do the step you’re on and don’t worry about what’s coming next. You’ll be able to do it when you get to it.

	That said, at the back of the book there are some personal stories from people who’ve used these steps for problems other than alcoholism. If you relate to one of their problems, it might be helpful to read their story now so you can see how doing these steps might work for you.

	Anger: JD

	Childhood physical and sexual abuse: Kimberly

	Chronic illness: Kim

	Disability: Charlie

	Food: Ennie

	Mental illness: Melinda

	People pleasing/co-dependency: Sue

	Sexual assault: Julie

	But remember, this only works if you work it. Reading this book won’t do anything for you. You have to actually work each step, in order, and continue working them. But only for the rest of your life.


Introduction

	Almost everyone has heard of Alcoholics Anonymous and its twelve steps which have birthed multiple other twelve step programs. Examples include Al-Anon, Narcotics Anonymous, Overeaters Anonymous, and Gamblers Anonymous. There are more than thirty twelve step programs, so it seems whatever your problem, there’s a twelve step group for you. And while not everyone finds twelve step programs useful, many people use the principles taught there to live happier, more fulfilling, more productive, and more peaceful lives.

	But what if you don’t have a “problem”? What if you suffer only from a vague feeling of helplessness and hopelessness? What if the dissatisfaction in your life can’t be traced to any specific behavior or substance, yet you still find yourself suffering from one or more of what The Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous calls the bedevilments?

	“We were having trouble with personal relationships, we couldn’t control our emotional natures, we were a prey to misery and depression, we couldn’t make a living, we had a feeling of uselessness, we were full of fear, we were unhappy, we couldn’t seem to be of real help to other people.”1

	In fact, the twelve steps make very little reference to alcohol. They’re more about addressing the bedevilments. That’s why they’ve been so easily adapted to problems other than alcoholism and why they could work for you, a non-addicted person.

	Here are the original twelve steps as published by Alcoholics Anonymous:

	
		We admitted we were powerless over alcohol—that our lives had become unmanageable.

		Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.

		Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood Him.

		Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.

		Admitted to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs.

		Were entirely ready to have God remove all these defects of character.

		Humbly asked Him to remove our shortcomings.

		Made a list of all persons we had harmed, and became willing to make amends to them all.

		Made direct amends to such people wherever possible, except when to do so would injure them or others.

		Continued to take personal inventory, and when we were wrong, promptly admitted it.

		Sought through prayer and meditation to improve our conscious contact with God as we understood Him, praying only for knowledge of His will for us and the power to carry that out.

		Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these steps, we tried to carry this message to alcoholics, and to practice these principles in all our affairs.2



	You’ll notice that only the first and last steps make any mention of alcohol, and that even those reference alcohol in only half of the step. That leaves ten full steps and two half steps for a non-addicted person to work with, which means that you too can use these principles to be “happy, joyous, and free” as we say in AA.

	You might think it would be easier for someone who doesn’t suffer from a life-threatening addiction or a career-threatening behavior to work these steps, but that doesn’t seem to be the case. According to AA lore, Bill Wilson, one of AA’s founders, was once asked why more non-alcoholics don’t use the twelve steps. His answer was that they weren’t desperate enough.

	We say working the steps for a reason: they take work. As an alcoholic, I suffer from a fatal illness. It seems pretty obvious that I should put as much time and effort into treating my disease as needed. Still, I don’t work at this as hard as I should sometimes. How much more difficult will it be for you, a person whose problems might not be fatal? I won’t lie and say it’s going to be easy.

	What can I offer you as a reward for all that effort? Only a warning that in order to continue to receive the benefits, you have to keep doing the work for the rest of your life. Sorry! There’s no one-and-done in the world of spiritual fitness. But check out the promises the Big Book makes to those who do follow these principles. They’re often referred to as the Ninth Step Promises because they’re promised to us as a result of making it halfway through step nine:

	We are going to know a new freedom and a new happiness. We will not regret the past nor wish to shut the door on it. We will comprehend the word serenity and we will know peace. No matter how far down the scale we have gone, we will see how our experience can benefit others. That feeling of uselessness and self pity will disappear. We will lose interest in selfish things and gain interest in our fellows. Self-seeking will slip away. Our whole attitude and outlook upon life will change. Fear of people and of economic insecurity will leave us. We will intuitively know how to handle situations which used to baffle us. We will suddenly realize that God is doing for us what we could not do for ourselves.3

	These promises, which are from pages eighty-three and eighty-four in the Big Book, are often read at the end of AA meetings, which means I’d heard them a lot before I started working the steps myself and then heard them even more during the many months I spent getting from step one to halfway through step nine.

	I’d heard them so often, I developed the habit of zoning out while they were read. What did those promises mean to me? I’d been hearing exaggerated or outright untrue promises in the form of advertising my whole life. I’d come to AA because I needed to stop drinking. There was no need for them to try to sell me a bunch of extraneous malarkey.

	How was fear of economic insecurity going to leave me? Does it ever leave anyone? Could the Big Book really promise me that working the twelve steps would remove my tendency to wallow in self-pity? Or that regret for my wasted past could ever be removed? Those weren’t promises that could be kept, so why make them?

	Then one day, after I’d been working on my ninth step amends for a while, when peace and happiness had come to me, I heard those promises like I was hearing them for the first time and started crying. I cried because they were true. The promises weren’t representational or metaphorical. They were literally true.

	As an alcoholic, my life depends on working with others—on passing the message that has been freely given to me on to other alcoholics. When you’ve been given a gift this precious, how can you not share it? It’s my wish that everyone should have a chance to get what I got, to be freed from their bedevilments and to live in the promises. That’s why I’ve written this book.

	We have a saying in AA: it works if you work it. You can have what I found. You don’t need to be an alcoholic to benefit from these steps, and you don’t need to hit rock bottom before starting to dig yourself out. You will need willingness, honesty, and open mindedness, which the Big Book describes as “the essentials of recovery.”4

	Do you need a recovery? Only you can decide if you’re tired enough of your current way of life to put the effort into changing it. As we say in AA, how free do you want to be?


Step One

	Step one says: We admitted we were powerless over alcohol, that our lives were unmanageable.5

	What are you powerless over?

	Many twelve steps programs center around a particular substance or behavior, such as alcohol, drugs, gambling, or sex, but not all of them. Here are some other examples:

	Co-Dependents Anonymous:

	“We admitted we were powerless over others”

	 

	Depression Anonymous:

	“We admitted we were powerless over depression”

	 

	Emotions Anonymous:

	“We admitted we were powerless over our emotions”

	 

	Workaholics Anonymous:

	“We admitted we were powerless over work”

	I have a lot of friends in Al-Anon, the group that supports people affected by other people’s substance abuse, and many of them say (although this isn’t the official Al-Anon first step) that they’re powerless over “people, places, and things.”

	Can you relate to any of that?

	I relate to all of that. I’m powerless over pretty much everything, as it turns out. The only thing I have power over is myself, and even that’s pretty limited. You’d think I would have power over my behavior, but sometimes I don’t. With respect to alcohol, I definitely don’t, but my limitations don’t stop there.

	The Big Book tells us that although we might have “philosophical and moral convictions galore… we could not live up to them even though we would have liked to.”6 Ouch. I’m not a bad person. I know right from wrong, and I sincerely want to do right, but when I look back over my life, there are too many times when I failed to live up to my own ethical standards. And not all of those incidents involved alcohol, much as I’d like to blame the bottle.

	Perhaps you can call up memories of times when you were disappointed by your own behavior. Looking back, you wonder how you could’ve done something so hurtful or dishonest. You might even have known as you were doing it that it wasn’t a good choice, but in that moment you were unable to do anything else.

	Those moments may center around a particular behavior, substance, person, or situation, or they may seem almost random. Why is it that you can do so well some days and so poorly others? Why is it that no matter how many times you promise yourself you’ll do better, there comes a time when you can’t?

	I’m going to skip ahead a little and give you the answer: it’s because you’re human. It’s okay. We’re all like that. We’re all pretty powerless, even over our own selves. And if we’re powerless over our own selves, how much more powerless are we over anything else?

	All our lives, we’ve been told that trying is the key to success, and that success is the key to happiness. But what if that’s not true? What if the secret to happiness lies in surrender rather than in striving? What if the first step toward peace is admitting that you’re powerless?

	Is your life unmanageable?

	It’s easy to see unmanageability when alcohol or another external force has beaten you into a state of surrender. Many of my friends were brought very low by their disease. They could look back on a string of DUIs and court appearances, lost jobs and lost children. Some of them physically harmed people they loved, stole from people who trusted them, cheated on faithful spouses. Some of them even did things that feel unforgiveable, like causing someone else’s death through drunk driving.

	Maybe you haven’t committed that kind of damage. Well, neither had I. When I came to AA, I still thought I was managing my life pretty well. I’d never been arrested for drunk driving or had to go to rehab. I had a job, a car, a home, and a retirement fund.

	I was even managing my drinking—or so I thought—through a series of rules and recriminations. I gave myself a daily slap on the wrist for not doing as well as I’d intended and made myself a daily promise to do better. I never did do any better, but still, my life seemed to fall within acceptable parameters. Other people were definitely doing worse.

	We have a lot of sayings in AA, and you’re going to hear me repeat them because they’re shorthand ways to remember key concepts. One of them is: identify, don’t compare. We humans love to rank everyone, so we can assure ourselves that we’re not that bad. As an alcoholic, my bar is really low. When I go to a meeting, I may be sitting next to a woman whose children are in foster care or a man who served time in prison for manslaughter.

	I definitely wasn’t doing that bad. Did I really need a drastic housecleaning? What I wanted was a pat on the back, for someone to acknowledge what a super job I’d been doing managing my life. Look at all I’d accomplished! A college degree, a career, owning my own home. I’d run a marathon, for heaven’s sake. A person who couldn’t manage her own life wouldn’t be able to do that.

	In some ways I was doing a pretty good job. There were things that were under my control, like running today’s training miles. I could point to someone overweight and sedentary who couldn’t run a single mile and be smug. I didn’t have their problem.

	I didn’t have their problem, but I sure had a problem.

	When you hear someone else’s story, you may think: “That’s not me! I can control my drinking (my internet use, my spending, my eating).” But instead of comparing, identify. When I say I was mystified by the way I could force myself to adhere to a daily running regimen but couldn’t limit myself to two drinks, can you relate? What seemingly easy thing can’t you do? In what facet of your life are you always promising yourself you’ll do better and disappointing yourself when you don’t?

	Ultimately, we’re going to learn that this program isn’t about adhering to a regimen or achieving any particular success. It’s about being kind and content. When I look back on how hard I was trying to control my drinking—all the strategies, all the time spent pursuing goals like running a marathon that made me feel in control because I wasn’t in control where it counted most—I see that I wasn’t managing my drinking at all. My drinking was managing me.

	My disease dictated my interactions with everyone around me. It decided where I could go and what I could do. It kept me isolated and unhappy. It stole from me any sense of purpose or peace. My life was a battle between me and alcohol, and the only way to win was to surrender, to admit that I was powerless—powerless over alcohol and over, well, pretty much everything.

	My story

	In AA, we’re offered the opportunity to “tell our story.” Everyone has their own story—when they started drinking, how much they drank, the consequences of that drinking—but one thing we all have in common is that our stories start before that, before we ever pick up the first drink. In most cases, our drinking began as a solution, not as a problem.

	I never felt like I fit in with my peers. My predilection for being a smarty-pants was compounded by a lot of moving around in my childhood. When I did manage to make friends, they were lost in the next move. I remember the first time I considered suicide. I was nine. I’d never had a drink, but I already felt like I didn’t know how to belong in this world.

	Suicide is such a dirty word. We’re told that people who kill themselves are weak or cowardly. We act as if suicidal thoughts are uncommon and pathological. It was a relief to come to AA and find out I wasn’t alone. I wasn’t alone in feeling alone, and I wasn’t alone in feeling like this life wasn’t worth the aggravation of living it.

	When I discovered drinking, it seemed like a solution. Alcohol is a great social lubricator, and I found my people—people I could relate to, people I got along with. With the right amount of alcohol in me, I could dream big dreams and believe them. Someday I would be a famous author. Tomorrow I would start writing my book. Today I was drinking, but tomorrow… tomorrow I would write.

	With the right amount of alcohol in me, nothing seemed so bad. The irritations of real life faded away, and I was happy. I had my life arranged pretty well, I thought. After all, it allowed me this time to drink. I lost my fear of what would happen tomorrow. I lost my regret of what had happened in the past. In those moments of being just the right amount of drunk, I had power and hope.

	Then tomorrow came and it was… not good. Not good until I got back to drinking again.

	I knew I was drinking too much. I’d known it for a long time before I got to AA. People sometimes paraphrase the first step as “admitting you have a problem” but that’s not how it works. Most of us know we have a problem long before we’re ready to do anything about it. And even once we decide to do something about it, we still have a ways to go before we admit that we can’t do anything about it.

	A source of ease and comfort

	Drinking was my source of ease and comfort. If something was scary, drinking made it less scary. If it was hard, drinking allowed me to put it off. If it was uncomfortable, drinking allowed me to ignore it.

	When we first find something that gives us a sense of ease and comfort, we’re overjoyed. At last, a solution! By the time we learn that our solution is only another form of the problem, it’s too late. We’re so deeply entrenched that we’ve lost the power of choice.

	Life is hard. There are going to be difficult moments. And when those moments come, we turn automatically to our most ingrained coping mechanisms, no matter how damaging those might be. Imagine a person floating on a life raft. Drinking salt water is deadly, but that person in the middle of a sea of salt water will get to a point where all the logic in the world won’t stop them from drinking it, because the immediate sensation will be one of relief, never mind that the temporary relief will kill them.

	If I only know one way to get a sense of ease and comfort, then I’m going to keep indulging in it. There was a point in my life when I was both a smoker and a drinker, so I had two ways of seeking ease and comfort. Neither one of them was good, but nicotine kept the worst of my discomfort at bay during the day, and alcohol brought me to a better place of comfort at night.

	Eventually I quit smoking. It wasn’t easy, but I did it. But I didn’t replace this unhealthy coping mechanism with a healthier one, which meant all my displaced discomfort went into drinking. In a matter of a year, I went from being a heavy but strictly controlled drinker to a full-fledged alcoholic.

	Replacing one addiction with another isn’t at all uncommon. Ex-drinkers may find their way to prescription pills or shopping or gambling, or they may simply become “restless, irritable, and discontented”7 full time. Without an alternate source of ease and comfort, a dry drunk can behave worse than a wet one. Those bedevilments we talked about in the introduction aren’t caused by alcohol, and they won’t be cured by removing alcohol. Often, they get worse.

	Everyone has a source of ease and comfort and, unfortunately, many of these sources are unhealthy. What’s yours? Do you eat? Smoke? Gamble? Shop? Hide in bed watching television to escape from the truth of your own life? Do you turn to another person in an unhealthy way, expecting them to support and comfort you, to fix and ease, until they lash out at you in frustration and anger? Do you judge and condemn others so you’ll feel better about yourself? Argue with strangers online? Yell at your children? Or, alternatively, do you cling to your children, looking to them for comfort when they should be looking to you?

	We learn our coping mechanisms young, and once we find them, we stick to them. Some of these coping mechanisms aren’t bad taken in moderation. For instance, having a drink at the end of the day to transition from work to a more relaxed evening is fine, even beneficial to your health according to some studies. Two drinks is probably fine too. Three to five drinks? Maybe you’re wasting time and money that could be better spent elsewhere. More than five? I’ve got a meeting you might want to check out.

	Alcohol and drugs aren’t the only coping mechanisms that can be overused. They’re just really obvious ones. What’s your source of ease and comfort? Do you abuse it? Does the time you spend seeking ease and comfort distract you from being productive and useful? Does it do active damage? If you have a dream or a goal, does your source of ease and comfort bring you closer to it or distance you from it?

	Do you have a problem?

	You may have a single, unhealthy source of ease and comfort, or you may be spreading your discomfort over multiple unhealthy coping mechanisms, thereby disguising the full extent of the problem. How can you tell if a behavior is normal or a problem?

	There are various “tests” you can take to diagnose alcoholism. They have questions like “Have you ever had a DUI?” or “Has a family member expressed concern about your drinking?” The questions are all about consequences, which isn’t actually very helpful. I drank mostly at home, mostly alone, so I never had a DUI and no one ever complained about my drinking. Yay, me! I must not be an alcoholic. You can see that cataloguing consequences isn’t a good measure of whether or not a behavior is a problem.

	The Big Book gives two conditions for diagnosing yourself as an alcoholic: “If, when you honestly want to, you find you cannot quit entirely” and “if when drinking you have little control over the amount you take.”8 Neither of those has to do with the consequences of drinking. They’re both about whether or not we have control over our drinking.

	Let’s take food as an example. We don’t need to ask how much you weigh or how much you eat. We don’t even need to ask whether you’re engaging in harmful behaviors like taking laxatives or inducing vomiting. We only need to ask whether you feel like you have control over how much you eat and whether you can stop engaging in harmful eating-related behaviors when you reach a point of deciding you really want to.

	It’s often said in recovery that you can’t quit for anyone else, only for yourself, and looking at those two conditions for admitting our powerlessness, we can see why. We can’t admit we aren’t able to stop engaging in our source of ease and comfort until we honestly want to stop and have honestly tried to stop. Before getting to that point, we may want to eliminate the consequences of our source of ease and comfort—we might want to weigh less or not drunk dial the ex; we may want friends and family and bosses and police officers to get off our backs about what we’re doing—but do we really want to stop doing it?

	Until the answer is yes, we can’t get to a place of admitting that, much as we want to stop, we can’t.

	We originally started engaging in these behaviors or using these substances because they made us feel better. We found a “drug of choice”—the thing that worked better than anything else, whether because we had a biological affinity to it or just because it resonated. Over time, this drug of choice stops working as effectively. It takes more effort to get the same amount of ease and comfort. And if the drug of choice is a harmful one, consequences start to pile up. Eventually the consequences outweigh the benefits.

	When I first started drinking, I had a lot of fun with it. I became part of the cool crowd. I went to parties. I stayed up late. I had stories to tell the next day. I made friends and met romantic prospects—started relationships and ended them. But as time went on, my drinking got progressively less fun. Afraid of getting a DUI, I took to drinking mostly at home, mostly alone. When I did go out, I was conscious of needing to pay attention to how much I drank, to be “in control.” That took the fun out of it altogether. Soon, I hated going out. Staying home was better.

	My connections to other people dwindled. I had fewer friends who I stayed in touch with, and my romantic relationships got shorter and farther apart. I kept my family at a distance. It was easier to not be involved, easier to say no to invitations, easier to avoid any situation that might come between me and my drinking. Eventually alcohol narrowed my world down to just it. All the people and activities I’d once loved felt like burdens. I knew I needed to stop drinking, but I couldn’t imagine life without it.

	By the time we get to a point of wanting to stop, our source of ease and comfort is too ingrained, too important. Though we know it’s making us miserable in some ways, it’s also still the main thing bringing us joy. How could life without it possibly be an improvement? But as the consequences keep mounting and the rewards keep dwindling, we eventually arrive at a point of surrender.

	If your drug of choice isn’t as harmful as alcohol, you may have a harder time reaching a point of surrender. You may not have a disease. You might only suffer from dis-ease, from a constant feeling of being restless, irritable and discontented without any obvious cause.

	It may be that you’re aware of engaging in certain harmful behaviors, but you figure everyone does them. Why should you have to stop? I can relate to that. Everyone drinks, or so I always told myself. I couldn’t see the extent of my alcoholism because I avoided people who might find my alcohol consumption alarming, and also because I wasn’t being honest with myself about how much I drank.

	Chances are that you’re also doing a combination of peopling your life with enablers and lying to yourself. Do you feel more comfortable around people who smoke, shop, gossip, gamble like you do? Do you prefer to be alone rather than with someone who might question you? Do you think of people who don’t engage in your habit as prudes or “no fun” or boring or afraid? Conversely, if your dis-ease involves exerting an excess of control—for example, you work too many hours or exercise obsessively or maintain your home and lawn to an excruciating degree of perfection—then you might label people who don’t share your problem as lazy, dirty, loose, or lacking in willpower.

	Whatever your habits, they probably seem pretty normal to you. Maybe a little harmful, but not so bad. Other people are doing worse, right? Remember: identify, don’t compare. Are you happy? If not, it might be time for a change.

	Whether you can pinpoint your particular disease or whether your dis‍-‍ease is spread across multiple impactful behaviors, these steps can help. But the first step is surrender—admitting that you have a problem and that you’re powerless over it.

	Self-knowledge isn’t enough

	When it comes to something as concrete as alcohol or gambling, you might think that wanting to stop is all it takes. After all, if I’ve admitted that drinking will kill me or that gambling will leave me homeless, why would I ever do such a thing again?

	If only it were that easy. If it were that easy, this would be a two step program. Step one: identify your problem. Step two: stop.

	It turns out that when it comes to weaning ourselves off our drug of choice, self-knowledge isn’t enough. As a non-alcoholic, you’ve probably shaken your head over a family member’s drunken antics at Thanksgiving or at a story of someone getting their third DUI. Just quit, you think. If you can’t handle your liquor, don’t drink.

	It’s super easy to quit any addiction you don’t have, to stop engaging in any behavior you’re not habituated to. It’s another matter when we’re talking about our own habits. Think about the last time you told yourself you weren’t going to hit the snooze button in the morning. Or that starting a television program ten minutes before bedtime was a bad idea. How often have you promised yourself you wouldn’t argue with your in-laws? Or that tomorrow you were going to get around to that chore you’ve been putting off for six months?

	The fact is that willpower fails us all the time. We all have willpower in some areas of our life and lack it in others. But when the thing we can’t resist is the thing that’s hurting us most, it puts us—over and over—into a place of harm.

	The last time you were really upset—angry or crying—what situation were you in? Was it the first time you’d been in that situation? I’m guessing no. Whether it was a screaming match with a family member, a lover who let you down, or bills you couldn’t pay, you’d been there before. And you’d probably made some really serious vows to yourself about never being there again.

	When I decided to quit drinking, I really wanted to quit. I knew alcohol was killing me. I knew it was running my life. I knew I was sinking deeper and deeper into isolation and depression. I knew alcohol was to blame for all of that. But that didn’t stop me from drinking again, any more than swearing you won’t allow a family member to push your buttons or vowing to stop spending money on clothes you don’t need will keep you from doing those things again.

	Human beings are fallible. I floss my teeth maybe six days a week. It only takes a minute to floss, and I have full intentions of flossing every day. It’s just that sometimes I don’t. Sometimes I’m tired or there’s something else going on. Luckily, there aren’t any major consequences for missing a day here or there.

	Have you ever tried to carry all the grocery bags into the house in one trip? Or tried to take the eggs and milk and green peppers out of the fridge at the same time? I can tell you from experience that those are both good ways to end up with eggs on the floor. You’d think a reasonably intelligent person would learn their lesson after the first time, but if you’re anything like me, you’ll find yourself grabbing that one more thing one more time. Most of the time I get away with it too. Then the next time—oops. Eggs on the floor.

	Now imagine that skipping a day of flossing or dropping a dozen eggs could kill you or put you in that place where you feel like you don’t have a friend in the world or any hope for the future. You’d sure be careful with those eggs, right? That’s why it makes no sense that we can’t keep away from what’s harming us most. Why don’t we remember the crying and the promises? Why do we, as the Big Book says, repeat the desperate experiment of the first drink?9

	Human beings are really good at healing from trauma. Really, we are. We wouldn’t be able to survive otherwise. You’ve cried more times in your life than you can remember, and the times you can remember, you probably can’t recall with emotional clarity. We remember that we felt bad, and we remember why, but unless we suffer from PTSD, we don’t re-live every emotional wound every time we recall it. We wouldn’t be able to function if we did.

	So this “built-in forgetter” (as AA calls it) that we have is overall a good thing, but when it comes to our dis-ease, our built-in forgetter stops us from being able to call to mind all the determination—and all the reasons for that determination—we had when we made our vow to “never again.” Those bad moments are sufficiently far away and insufficiently bad to influence our current decision. And so we repeat that desperate experiment once again.

	The Big Book says, “This is the baffling feature of alcoholism as we know it—this utter inability to leave it alone, no matter how great the necessity or the wish.”10 It really is baffling. Even though I’m an alcoholic, I still don’t understand when friends who’ve had years of sobriety pick up a drink. Why would they do that? Don’t they know it might kill them this time? Don’t they remember how hard it was to get sober last time?

	The fact is, they don’t. Not in that moment. The memory is too distant, the requirement that we never slip up in this regard too difficult. We’re humans. We’re going to experience times of unhappiness or stress, and in those times we’re going to turn, from habit or from lack of anywhere else to turn, to our source of ease and comfort. Knowing we shouldn’t do it won’t stop us from doing it.

	This is the point where alcoholics sometimes kill themselves. And they’re not the only ones. If we’re powerless over the thing we most need power over, how can we hope to live? How can we hope to live happily?

	I once heard someone say that if AA were only a one step program, it would be a really depressing one. How true is that? I’m telling you that your source of ease and comfort is harmful to you and needs to be removed from your life, that unless it’s removed you’ll continue to be placed in a position to be hurt. And then I’m telling you that you can’t remove it. That’s pretty depressing. Hopeless even.

	Welcome to rock bottom. Welcome to surrender. In order to move forward, we must accept our powerlessness.

	How to do this step

	This is an easy one. All you have to do identify the root of your dis‍-‍ease—your harmful source of ease and comfort—and admit your powerlessness over it. In other words, surrender.

	Write out a sentence that works for you. “I’m powerless over […] and my life is unmanageable.” 


Step Two

	Step two says we came to believe that a power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.11 There’s a lot to unpack there, some of which you may have strong feelings about.

	My story

	Most of us know that AA is a spiritual program, but a lot of us aren’t excited about that fact when we first start attending meetings. I sure wasn’t. I came from a vaguely Christian family, meaning my grandparents went to church every week, my parents had gone as children, and I never even did that.

	The Broadway show Jesus Christ, Superstar was a big hit when I was a kid. My parents had the album, and it taught me most of what I ever learned about Jesus and the Easter story. In case you’re not familiar with the show, it’s a fairly cynical re-telling. One comes away with the idea that Judas might’ve been right. My brothers and I loved King Herod’s song, which was upbeat and comical. We would dance to it in the living room, and that was as close as I got to church.

	When I was ten, my grandparents started taking me to a Christian family camp in the summer. I went for four or five years and met some wonderful adults who exemplified Christian principles. I even got a vague sense of God. I could see how faith worked but couldn’t grasp onto it myself. The things Christians believed seemed so illogical compared to what Jesus Christ, Superstar taught me, which was that everyone was out for themselves and that even God’s own son regretted ever having gotten involved in trying to help people.

	I discovered alcohol at some point during the years I was going to family camp. Family camp said: be kind, serve God. Alcohol said: let’s have fun. I chose fun and never looked back. Sure, some people believed in God, but that was their problem. I didn’t need an imaginary being to take care of me. I could take care of myself.

	Of course, we see how well that worked out. Life was unsatisfactory, shallow. Whether sober or drunk, I could find no deeper meaning to it. I had no purpose. As a child, I’d imagined that someday I would write the Great American Novel or find a cure for cancer. Instead I sat on my couch and drank and went to a job I spent most of my time trying to avoid actually doing and had relationships that were quickly ended over silly disagreements or just ennui.

	I tried everything to avoid finding a spiritual solution. I changed careers and picked up new hobbies. I switched boyfriends a lot. I read self-help books by the dozens. By the time I admitted I had a drinking problem, my shelves were stocked with autobiographies written by recovered alcoholics. Funny, huh?

	When I finally admitted I had a drinking problem and decided I needed to do something about it, I re-read those books, searching for the answer the authors had found. In every case, these recovered alcoholics talked about finding a spiritual solution. It made me angry. Yes, I wanted a solution. But not that one.

	Our own conception of god

	You may have an attitude toward God much like I did—one of disbelief, skepticism, even anger. I figured if there was a god, it was doing a lousy job, and I wasn’t going to bow down before it. God could send me to Hell for all I cared. Having never been very obedient to any authority figure, I was supremely rebellious against the supreme one.

	Your attitude may be different. In my time sponsoring other alcoholics, I’ve seen the full range of beliefs—from complete denial, like mine, all the way through unquestioning faith. I’ve worked with people who were sent to parochial school, many of whom believe in a god that doesn’t like them very much. I’ve worked with people who’ve been around AA long enough to soak in the spirituality of the program. I’ve worked with people who were raised religiously and never lost their faith. I’ve worked with people who’ve searched for a god everywhere and, not having found one, are doubtful that such a thing exists.

	All of us—the atheist, the agnostic, the believer—have something in common: whatever belief we might have in a power greater than ourselves, we’re not using it effectively. Because if we were, we wouldn’t be in this mess.

	You may know far more about the Bible than I do. You may come from a religious faith other than Christianity. You may have no interest in acquiring a religion of any sort. All of those things are okay, and none of them is a disqualification from doing this work. Or from needing to do this work.

	One of the things the Big Book asks us to do is lay aside any prejudice we may have against spiritual terms.12 I’m going to mostly use the word God, just because it’s easier to type and say than “power greater than myself” or “higher power of my own understanding,” but the Big Book uses lots of different terms. Sprit of the Universe, the Great Reality, Creative Intelligence. Please substitute any term you relate to.13

	I never did end up with a religion from doing these steps. A god, yes, but not a religion. You might be like me, or you might return to the religion you were raised in, or you might find a different religion that resonates with you. I can’t tell you where your path will lead, and I won’t try to dictate it.

	This is the core of AA’s spirituality: you get to pick your own higher power. No one, least of all me, is going to tell you how to think about that power which is greater than yourself. We just want to help you find one. Yes, even if you already have one. The Big Book says its main object is “to enable you to find a Power greater than yourself which will solve your problem.”14 That’s a tall order. We’re on the hunt not just for any god—not for a god to judge us or condemn us, not for a god who doesn’t care about us—but for a god which will solve our problem.

	And that’s what the Big Book is about! It’s not about quitting drinking, although if you’re an alcoholic like I am, drinking is definitely one of the problems you’re going to call on your higher power to help solve, but the Big Book tell us that spiritual principles will solve all our problems.15

	Why must the solution be spiritual?

	I didn’t want God to solve my problems. I wanted AA to solve them. I wanted my sponsor to solve them. I wanted my boyfriend to solve them. Or my boss or best friend or mother. I wanted to be able to solve them myself. Just give me a formula or some instructions. There must be a better way to stop drinking than to “get religion.” Why must the solution be faith based?

	Well, cast your mind back to step one. Remember how we admitted we were powerless over our source of ease and comfort? We saw how self-knowledge and willpower couldn’t fix our problem, how even if we managed to hold ourselves in check for some period of time, eventually we would stumble again.

	People aren’t perfect. That means I’m not perfect and you’re not perfect. It also means that our parents aren’t perfect or our spouses or our sponsors. Not even paid professionals like therapists can be right all the time or available all the time. And the truth is that when we’re the most lost, we turn to the thing easiest to find, which is that old familiar devil, our source of ease and comfort.

	No human power can relieve our problem. We need something greater than us—more powerful, more present. We need to replace our harmful coping mechanisms with something that will provide more than temporary relief, with something healthy and lasting. That’s why this is a spiritual program. The problem lies in us. The solution lies outside of us.

	If you find yourself resistant to this idea, do not despair! I was there once too. Luckily, the twelve steps don’t ask much from us at step two. If we already had a perfect relationship with a helpful higher power at step two, we wouldn’t need the other steps. Remember, finding a power which will solve our problems is what this book is about. Not this single step, but the entire book. Step two is just here to convince us to give spirituality a chance, to “resign from the debating society”16 as another piece of AA literature says—to be open to the possibility of belief and to let go of any prejudices we’ve accumulated.

	Let’s say there’s a guy named Steve. You’ve heard of Steve. Some people think Steve is all that and a bag of chips. In fact, you’ve gotten a little tired of hearing about how great Steve is. Then there are other people warning you about Steve. He’s apparently told some people to do some pretty heinous things. Just what kind of guy is this Steve?

	How could you possibly know if you’ve never talked to him yourself? Is it fair to judge Steve by other people’s opinions when you could form your own?

	I’m not going to pretend that religion hasn’t been responsible for some atrocities through the ages. People acting in the name of God have done much with which I disagree—in the past and still today. Sometimes I have to remind myself that just because a person says they speak for God doesn’t meant they do. Poor God gets spoken for by anyone with an ax to grind and a book to thump.

	Do those people really believe in God? I know they don’t believe in my god. That’s where the importance of developing your own personal higher power comes into play. Generally, I believe there’s just the one god and that any path that brings you to it is valid, but sometimes another person’s conception of their higher power is so different from my own that I have to think of it as an entirely separate entity.

	I’m allowed to have my own higher power, and so are they. It’s not my job to convince them that I’m right and they’re wrong, and I don’t have to blame my higher power for what theirs says. That’s not my god.

	Room to grow

	If you’re coming to this work with a belief that’s already strong, even bolstering, you may ask yourself what more there is to gain. I suspect there’s plenty. This program is going to give you a set of spiritual tools you can use to access the power that is God, to find a faith that works.

	There’s a short section in the step two reading of the Big Book that I tried to ignore when I was on step two because it asks a question I was in no way prepared to answer at the time. It goes like this: “God is everything or else He is nothing. God either is, or He isn’t. What was our choice to be?”17 If I’d answered that question while I was on step two, I’d have said that God was nothing. Later, I came to have a little belief. I conceded that perhaps God existed, but was God everything?

	If you have a higher power, you may turn to it in some situations or try to follow its dictates in certain areas of your life. But if God is everything, then sometimes isn’t enough. Remember, I’m not asking you to follow the dictates of my higher power. I’m asking whether you’re following the dictates of your own.

	Most religions prompt us to treat others with the same kindness and respect we want for ourselves, but we like to keep a running exception list in our minds, as though God told us to treat everyone with kindness and respect except that guy. Most religions laud honesty, but we forgive ourselves for our dishonesties, which we categorize as “no big deal” or “anyone would do it.” Cheat on your taxes? Keep the extra ten the cashier mistakenly gave you? Make a right turn on red even though the sign says not to? No big deal, we tell ourselves as we fail to live up to our own principles. Everyone does it.

	These are minor examples, but if we can’t be trusted to be honest over ten dollars, can we ever be trusted? If we can’t wait an extra thirty seconds at a red light in order to reduce the risk of harm to other people, will we make a less selfish decision when the personal consequences are bigger? Who are we to decide which people deserve love and care, safety and comfort?

	Does it ever occur to you when you’re tempted to do what you know is wrong to look to your higher power for the strength to do what is right? To whom do you turn first if it’s not your god? Reviewing those moments when you’ve let yourself down, whether by engaging in harmful behaviors and substances or by taking your dis-ease out on others, did you at any point pause to ask for help?

	If the answer is no, then you have room for growth in your relationship with your personal higher power, as all of us do, always. Wherever you are in your spirituality, you can go further, and these steps can help.

	Restored to sanity

	Step two tells us that God is going to restore us to sanity, and if the prospect of believing in God doesn’t get your hackles up, the word sanity might. Why should you need to be restored to sanity? Are you insane?

	I’m not a psychiatrist. I can’t say whether or not you have a mental illness that requires treatment, but I can tell you that the twelve steps aren’t designed to treat mental illnesses. If you’re under the care of a medical professional or are taking a medication, you should absolutely continue with that. If you later decide medication isn’t needed, that will be something to discuss with your clinician at the appropriate time, which is definitely not while you’re on step two.

	Some alcoholics who work the twelve steps do find they can stop using anti-depressants or anti-anxiety medications, that they no longer need to be treated for anger or other anti-social issues. In some cases, people discover they’ve been suffering primarily from a spiritual illness, for which a spiritual solution is sufficient. But other alcoholics have physical conditions aside from alcoholism that require continued treatment, so they continue to treat those conditions. If I told you the twelve steps would cure your diabetes, you wouldn’t believe me, right? So I’m not going to tell you the twelve steps will cure your depression either.

	I will tell you that the twelve steps will go a long way to helping with the symptoms of depression and that if your depression is situational, caused by the consequences of seeking ease and comfort from unhealthy sources, then that depression may be removed. But the twelve steps won’t change your brain chemistry any more than it’ll change your blood chemistry. Sorry.

	So what does step two mean when it says a higher power will restore us to sanity? The Big Book’s definition of insanity actually shows up in the step one reading.18 It’s similar to a meme you’ve probably seen floating around on social media that says “the definition of insanity is doing the same thing and expecting a different result.”19

	Think about how we turn, time and again, to the very substances and behaviors that are hurting us most. That’s not rational. Or, to be a little less politically correct about it, that’s not sane. So the sanity that the twelve steps offers us is the sanity of choosing not to engage in a behavior or substance that’s harmful. While we might (or might not) be completely mentally healthy in other areas of our lives, in this particular regard, we’re insane.

	But wait. Isn’t believing in a mythical supernatural being who will somehow tell you what to do and solve all your problems equally insane? It’s no surprise some people consider AA a cult. But if it’s a cult, it’s the only one that allows you to believe whatever you like, act however you like, and doesn’t require you to answer to anyone here on earth. The only supreme leader we have is the one of our own understanding, so have no fear that you’ll end up collecting coins at the airport. AA’s traditions don’t allow it to accept money from outsiders anyway.

	But it’s still a good question, and the one I asked myself before I went through this process: can a belief in God ever be justified? Is it, as the Big Book claims, more sane and logical to believe than not to believe?20

	Way back in the dark ages of civilization, humans were so in thrall to superstitious, supernatural beliefs that scientist were executed for proposing rational explanations for natural phenomena. We definitely don’t want to return to those times. But maybe we’ve swung too far in the other direction. We worship science as a rational substitute for an irrational supreme power. Science will fix it, we tell ourselves.

	When I was reading all those autobiographies written by drunks like me, searching for an answer and getting frustrated because they all proposed a spiritual solution I didn’t want to hear about, I finally found the perfect book. It was called The Thinker’s Guide to Recovery: A Rational Approach.21 That was the book for me. There must be a better answer than God—a concrete, evidence-based program or maybe a nice pill. I ordered the book and waited with wine glass in hand for it to arrive, but I was only a short ways into it before it, too, suggested that I go to AA.

	It’s not as if science hasn’t tried. There are several medications aimed specifically at alcoholics and addicts plus a wealth of anti-depressants and anti-anxiety medications meant to manage our symptoms, not to mention behavioral programs, treatment centers, etc. Unfortunately, none of them seem to have much of an effect on alcoholics, and maybe they don’t have much of an effect on you either. Maybe you’ve already tried everything science has to offer.

	Our modern world isn’t good at making use of solutions that aren’t manmade. Medical science has no interest in saying, “We don’t have a solution for this—try God.” Meanwhile, people who do suggest God are often selling God. Since no one can make money off of us developing our own personal relationship with a higher power of our own understanding, it’s not often suggested as a treatment plan by anyone outside of a twelve step group.

	I was brought to a spiritual solution because I had nowhere else to turn. There were people saying, “nothing else worked for me, but this did,” so I developed a willingness to try it, no matter how unlikely it seemed.

	A practical relationship

	The kind of relationship we want to develop can’t be sold or given. It can’t be substituted. My spiritual experience is only mine. You’ll need to have your own, and that means you’ll need to do your own work. I can’t tell you where to “find” God because God’s already here, and relationships are built, not found. So we’re not going to wait for God to show up in our bedroom with a flash of white light and an obvious proclamation.

	It’s fine if something like that happens to you. Maybe it already has. If you’re not completely closed off from spiritual experiences, you’ve probably had moments of feeling connected or supported, moments of beauty and peace. They might be tied to nature, to other people, or to a sense of something bigger.

	Many of my sponsees come to me having had those experiences. They tell me with great enthusiasm about being out under the stars and realizing they aren’t alone or of finding sudden strength they didn’t know they had in the face of an overwhelming obstacle. But if brief moments of spiritual awareness were sufficient, those women wouldn’t be sitting in my car outside of an AA meeting reading the Big Book with me.

	The trouble, as the Big Book says, is that “these moments of awe and wonder [are] fleeting and soon lost.”22 Just as the horror we feel over the things we do while in the grip of our dis-ease gets smoothed away over time, the vividness of our spiritual experiences fades too. That’s why this program doesn’t rely on a single a-ha moment to work. It relies instead on a relationship built slowly and maintained daily—a relationship that’s forged by working together, hand-in-hand, to develop trust and reliance.

	Remember that guy Steve? Let’s say you know Steve in passing. You’ve chatted with him once or twice and you always wave when you see him. Friendly guy, seems nice. The day comes when you need someone to help you move. Do you call Steve? Probably not. When we need help, we turn to the people we’ve known long and well, the ones we can count on and who can count on us in return.

	That’s the kind of relationship we want to build with our higher power: the kind where God is the first one we call when we need help. A relationship like that takes more than a single moment to develop. It requires more than a passing acquaintance. The god who’s going to give you the power to stop engaging in your source of ease and comfort needs to be readily available, closer than a phone call, the place your thoughts go first when you’re in trouble.

	There’s an analogy in the Big Book that likens faith in God to using electricity, making the point that we don’t fully understand how electricity works either.23 The first time I read that analogy, I thought, “I suppose that’s true to some extent, but I have a basic understanding of how electricity works and I could learn more if I wanted to. Electricity isn’t a mystery.”

	But the point isn’t so much whether or not I understand how electricity works. The point is that I don’t have to. I can make use of the power of electricity whether I understand it a little or a lot or not at all. I don’t even have to believe in electricity to use it. I can stand at a light switch and chant, “I don’t believe, I don’t believe, I don’t believe,” but when I flip that switch, the light’s going to come on regardless.

	It turns out I don’t have to believe in God at all. I certainly don’t have to understand how God works. I just need to do these steps to forge a relationship and then use the spiritual tools I’ve acquired to maintain that relationship. The specifics of the nature of God can be left up to religious scholars.

	I believe in God because I use God’s power every day—much like I use electricity every day—and because everything I do that’s good and strong comes from that place of faith. It’s impossible for me to deny the power I’m using even as I type these words.

	How to do this step

	This is another simple step. All you have to do is answer this question: “Do I now believe or am I even willing to believe that there’s a power greater than myself?”24 The Big Book assures us that if we can say that we either do believe or are at least willing to believe, then we’re on our way, ready to move to the next step.


Step Three

	Step three says: Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood Him.25

	My story

	The step three reading in the Big Book starts with a long discourse we call “How it works,” which frequently gets read at the beginning of AA meetings. I could never figure out why. It didn’t seem to have anything to do with me. But there was one bit that jumped out at me. It said, “If you have decided you want what we have and are willing to go to any length to get it—then you are ready to take certain steps.”26

	I used to think about that in meetings. Did I want what these people had? They had sobriety—almost all of them had been sober longer than I had at that point—but they weren’t always great role models. Being sober is a pretty low bar, really. Most non-alcoholics are sober most of the time, but that doesn’t make them good people. It doesn’t make them happy. It doesn’t make them admirable.

	I remember listening to a guy with almost twenty years of sobriety share about throwing a deer carcass over the fence into his neighbor’s yard because of a neighborhood dispute. Was that who I wanted to be? I was only a few weeks sober, but I didn’t assault my neighbors with dead animals, not even when I was really angry at them.

	But there were other people at the meetings who did have what I wanted. It wasn’t so much about what job they had or what car they drove or how fast they could run a mile. It was how they talked. They sounded content. They sounded like they had a way of coping with life’s inevitable disappointments. They sounded like they were being helpful to other people and like they’d repaired broken relationships from their past. They talked about their lives being better today than they’d ever imagined them being. And they talked about step work. They talked about God.

	It didn’t take long before I noticed the pattern. I didn’t believe in God, but I wanted what the people who did believe had, and in wanting what they had, I became willing to go to any lengths to get it. I became willing to consider the possibility of God, and I became willing to do the steps. As the Big Book says, “When many hundreds of people are able to say that the consciousness of the Presence of God is today the most important fact of their lives, they present a powerful reason why one should have faith.”27

	That’s why I found myself on my knees in a park on a damp spring day holding hands with my sponsor. We said a prayer together, and I waited to see if some kind of great revelation would come to me, if I would become a different person. Nothing happened, so I asked my sponsor if we could say the prayer again, and I tried a little harder to mean it this time. Still, nothing happened.

	But the next day I started working on my fourth step. There’s a promise in the third step reading that’s very dear to my heart. It says that God “provided what we needed, if we kept close to Him and performed His work well.”28 I didn’t believe in a higher power, but I did my best to work on my fourth step, so I got what I needed, which was the strength to move forward in doing my steps.

	Just what do we mean by that and what do we do?

	Step three is summarized in recovery parlance with the catchphrase “turn it over,” often written in calligraphy on a piece of poster board propped up at the front of the meeting. Early in my sobriety, I met a woman named Lisa. Like all alcoholics, Lisa was full of resentments, and one of them was against the AA catchphrases. I remember her ranting at a meeting: “Turn it over. Turn it over? What does that even mean?”

	Everyone laughed, including me. I didn’t know what it meant to “turn it over” either. I probably didn’t even know the phrase referred to step three. It wasn’t until I read the step in the Big Book that I began to get an understanding of how important it was.

	The funny thing is that the Big Book actually asks the same question Lisa did, just in different words: “we decided to turn our will and our life over to God as we understood Him. Just what do we mean by that, and just what do we do?”29 Turns out the answer is right in the book.

	The only step you need (not)

	When I took step three, it didn’t mean much to me, but we have a saying in Hyannis format meetings: do now and understand later. Today, step three is one of my favorite steps. In fact, I think it’s the only step we need. If our problems were ever going to be solved by a one step program, it wouldn’t be step one, because step one is a problem without a solution. It would be this step: turn your will and your life over to the care of God.

	That’s all. So simple. It doesn’t matter what our particular addiction or problem or harmful behavior is, we know our higher power wouldn’t want us to indulge in it. God (my god, at least) wants me to be happy and to treat other people gently. My god wants me to admit to my faults, make amends where I’ve done harm, help others, and deepen my spirituality. If I always did what my higher power would have me do, I’d be doing all twelve steps without even thinking about it.

	Unfortunately, as we’ve discussed in the previous chapters and as my friend Lisa could surely relate to, it’s not that easy. Before we can do what God would have us do, we have to first understand what that is and then somehow find the power to do it. When I was on step three, I didn’t even believe in a high power. How could I possibly turn my will and my life over to it? That would be like saying, “Here, Easter Bunny, run my life.”

	Fortunately, step three doesn’t actually say that we turn our will and our life over to the care of God. It says that we made a decision to turn our will and our life over to the care of God. Those three weasel words make a world of difference—enough difference to enable me to move past this step despite not believing in a higher power, enough difference that no one should ever be stuck on step three.

	Make a decision. Go to step four. That’s it.

	Making a Decision

	Let’s say you decide to become a surgeon. You wake up the next morning. Are you a surgeon? Sadly, no. You’ve got a long road ahead of you: applying to medical school, taking classes, getting certified, interning. Each of those tasks will have to be completed before you can call yourself a surgeon, and even then, you probably won’t be the best surgeon. You’ll need to spend the rest of your life learning and improving. The decision by itself doesn’t get you much of anywhere.

	And yet…

	You’re not going to become a surgeon by accident. The decision is important because it lays out your path in front of you. It’s a commitment and a dedication.

	Step three is like that. On its own, step three does nothing. And yet, it’s an absolutely vital step—the first one on your road to recovery. Step one recognizes the problem. Step two recognizes the solution. And in step three, we make a decision to pursue that solution. The rest of the steps will take us on a journey to our planned end point—the point where we can turn our will and our lives over to the care of God.

	After I’d taken my third step, I asked my sponsor how I was supposed to know what God’s will for me was. I didn’t have a higher power, so I couldn’t possibly know its will. My sponsor told me that God’s will was for me to do my fourth step. That’s a pretty common (and admittedly flip) answer in Hyannis format meetings, but I’ve come to recognize the truth behind the joke. God’s will for me is to do whatever step I’m on. Back then, it was step four. Now it’s steps ten, eleven, and twelve.

	It’s important to understand what the end point of this journey is. The twelve steps don’t result in success—financial or otherwise. The twelve steps don’t promise you an easy life or a life free from pain, sorrow, hardship, or even niggling inconvenience. If you’re looking for those things, you’re reading the wrong book.

	The end point of this work is having the power to do God’s will. As you do these twelve steps, you’ll gain a more nuanced view of what your higher power’s will for you is, but it’ll never be more complicated or more difficult than you can handle.

	A life run on self-will

	The step three reading starts by trying to explain why we need a complete overhaul in our way of thinking. “The first requirement,” the Big Book tells us, “is that we be convinced that any life run on self-will can hardly be a success.”30

	A life run on self-will is what most of us have been leading. The analogy the Big Book uses is of people acting in a play. We—the actors—want to write the script. We want to tell the other actors where to stand and how to say their lines. We want to arrange the set and the special effects. We especially want to corral the audience into order. Sit there and applaud me!

	When I first read that analogy, I thought the Big Book had gotten it wrong. The people in charge of the show are called directors, not actors. But the founders of AA didn’t mistakenly use the word actor instead of director. The fact that actors aren’t meant to run the show was their point. When an actor imposes their will on a play, the result is an unbalanced ego trip, not a good show. And when multiple actors try to take control, the result is anger and chaos.

	Welcome to our world! Everyone is an actor trying to run the show, determined that everyone else ought to be doing it their way. And the result is anger and chaos.

	We’re sure we know what should happen, even in situations where we have very little knowledge. Take the Middle East, for example, or climate change. Whatever your opinion on these subjects is, I’m guessing you have very little knowledge compared to the experts. And yet, your opinions may be all the stronger for being less informed. If an expert is saying, “This is a tricky problem we don’t exactly know how to solve,” do you scoff, thinking they would know how to solve it if only they listened to you?

	When I thought the Big Book had used the wrong word—actor instead of director—I was only proving their point. This book was written more than eighty years ago by a group of people who’d found the first-ever solution to the problem of alcoholism. I’d been sober for two months. And yet, I thought I could tell them what they meant.

	How self-will is hurting us

	One of my favorite sentences in the Big Book tells me I’m a victim of the delusion that I can wrest satisfaction and happiness from this world if only I manage it well.31

	There’s a lot to unpack in that sentence. Let’s start with the word delusion. A delusion is a belief that’s contradicted by reality. What delusion do I have? That I can wrest satisfaction and happiness out of this world if only I manage well. Wrest is an old-fashioned word. It means to forcibly pull something from someone else’s grasp. You can easily see that satisfaction and happiness aren’t things that can be wrested. Imagine trying to grab satisfaction or happiness away from someone else so you can have it for yourself.

	And yet, I have this delusion, this false belief, that if I manipulate this or arrange that—tug a little here, twist a little there—I can somehow wrest my way to happiness and satisfaction. The Big Book calls this belief a delusion because it’s contradicted by reality and by my own experience. And yet, I persist in believing it.

	The final word I want to call your attention to in that sentence is victim. The word victim tells me I’m being harmed by this false belief, that my delusion is hurting me. All the manipulating and arranging I’m doing is likely hurting other people too, but when I was on step three, I was a pretty selfish person. What sold me on the importance of finding a solution to my self-will problem was understanding that my selfishness was causing harm to me. Pretty ironic.

	And also, hard to believe. Admittedly, my life wasn’t going very well, but it seemed from where I was standing that if I weren’t making every effort to control my situation, then it would be going even worse. After all, I did have certain material blessings. I had a professional job and owned my own home. I had several interesting hobbies and no trouble getting a date. I’d never been arrested, and no one in my family had disowned me. Sometimes I looked at my life and asked myself how I could be so unhappy when I had everything arranged exactly the way I wanted it.

	People at work were generally afraid to ask me for help. My family wouldn’t dream of trying to interfere in my life. I lived alone because other people were too annoying to have in my face all the time. I had my ways of doing things. Cups here, saucers there. Toilet paper over, not under. I could afford to drink as much as I wanted, and I had the time to do it. And since I did my drinking on my couch in my solitary home, no one was going to arrest me for it either.

	I had everything I’d ever thought I wanted. And yet, I was suicidal. And part of why I was suicidal was because I did have everything I wanted and was still so deeply unhappy and unfulfilled that I’d lost hope that life could get any better. I’d tried my hardest, and this was all there was.

	It says back in the step two reading that I’m “confused and baffled by the seeming futility of existence,” and that, leaving aside the drink question, my life is unsatisfactory.32 Seeming futility of existence. Life being unsatisfactory. Boy, I could relate. Maybe you can too.

	The fact is, we can’t wrest satisfaction and happiness out of life. We can sometimes maneuver ourselves into situations that appear better on the outside, but we can’t maneuver ourselves into feeling better on the inside. And often the very things we do to try to keep our outside existence satisfactorily managed are the things that come back to hurt us.

	Here’s an example of how my self-will caused me pain. Whenever I started dating a new guy, I’d quiz him about his relationship history. Now, gathering a certain amount of background is probably a good idea, but I took it far beyond good idea. I demanded to know everything about the women from his past, especially about the sex he’d had with them.

	What I really wanted, of course, was to be told that I was the best, that he’d never been with anyone more beautiful or better in bed, that he’d never loved anyone the way he loved me. But that was never what happened. Instead I’d end up hearing about how nice some woman’s body was or what her best trick in bed had been. Instead of feeling reassured and validated—what I’d been angling for—I’d end up feeling less-than and hurt. How could he tell me such flattering things about another woman?

	Wasn’t it because I’d asked? My manipulative attempts to get men to make me feel better—better than other women, at least—only ever ended up making me feel worse.

	Another example: I’m late for wherever I need to be, so I’m speeding. A cop pulls me over. Wonderful! Money. Time. Now I’m going to be even later. I wasn’t going that fast and I was perfectly under control. Why is he doing this to me?

	Well, because I was speeding. Even before the speeding, I didn’t leave the house on time, which was why I was speeding. These selfish actions of mine—leaving late, ignoring the speed limit—led to the harm of a speeding ticket. But I would rather blame the officer who pulled me over or a boyfriend who admitted to having fulfilled a sexual fantasy with one of his exes than look at how I put myself in the position to be hurt.

	We don’t like seeing ourselves as the problem, even when it’s pretty obvious that we are. In some cases, we may accept a little blame, but still we find ways to diffuse it, to give the greater part of the blame to someone or something else. Maybe I shouldn’t have quizzed my new significant other about his old love life, but he should’ve known what I wanted to him say. Maybe I shouldn’t have been speeding, but the speed limit is too low in that spot. However much I may have been to blame, in my mind other people were even more to blame.

	There may have been times in your past when you were hurt quite badly without being to blame at all—sexual or physical abuse when you were a child, for example—but let’s put those big harms aside for right now. We’ll talk about them later in step four, because even in cases like those, there are ways we can reduce the harm we suffer. But most of the harm that befalls us, we bring on ourselves through our own selfish actions.

	The Big Book says that selfishness is the root of our problems.33 In pursuing our own selfish ends, we throw ourselves into conflict with the people around us. By going for the biggest piece of the pie, we anger everyone else going for that same slice. Sometimes we rile up people who weren’t even thinking about pie until they noticed us trying to hog it.

	The Big Book notes that while some of us may be mean and egotistical, others may be “kind, considerate, patient, generous; even modest and self-sacrificing.”34 I was pretty good at being mean and egotistical, but I did have my moments of being kind. In my mean and egoistical moments, I could see my selfishness, but I had a harder time understanding how I was being selfish when I acted from what I saw as good motives, why things seemed to go awry even when I was trying to do something nice. I just thought people were ungrateful.

	Here’s an example. Early on in my step work, I started dating a man—a very nice one, as it turned out. He’d been out of work due to issues resulting from his own drinking, but not long after we started having sleepovers, he got a job. He’s a morning person now—much more so than I am—but it’d been awhile since he’d had to wake up to an alarm, and he wasn’t doing very well with it. Sometimes when his alarm went off, he’d turn it off and fall back asleep while I lay next to him on pins and needles. I had to stay awake to make sure he got up, and I resented him for it.

	I was working on my fourth step at that point, so I was starting to see the world in a different light, and one morning I realized that I didn’t have to stay awake. He was an adult, and he hadn’t asked for my help. I wasn’t his alarm clock or his higher power. That morning, I fell back asleep. And so did he.

	But you know what? He got himself up the next morning and every morning after that. My motives in keeping vigil might have appeared good, but my enabling wasn’t doing anything except making me resentful. Once he realized that he didn’t like being late to work and that he couldn’t count on me to prevent that from happening, he took responsibility for getting himself up, and we were both happier for it.

	The fact is, I’m no one’s higher power. I may think I know what everyone ought to do or how the world ought to arrange itself, but I don’t. Today I understand that, but when I was on step three? Not so much. The only part of step three I understood was that somehow all my scheming was only making trouble for me and that if I was going to be happy I needed to find a new way of living.

	But how?

	Quit playing God

	As the Big Book says, “we had to quit playing God.”35 I don’t need to know who God is, just that it isn’t me. If God is the Easter Bunny, well, the Easter Bunny could hardly do a worse job running my life than I’d been doing. What if I stopped trying to run my own life?

	I was only a few months sober when I took my third step. The whole time I’d been drinking, I’d been employed, but right around that time, I got laid off. The company called it a layoff, but that was a courtesy. Really, I’d been fired and justifiably so. The damage I’d done through sullen laziness in my last year of drinking couldn’t be overcome by a few months of shaky sobriety, especially since nothing much had changed about me except my drinking.

	I may have deserved to be fired, but I sure didn’t want to be. I was newly sober and seriously scared. People would ask me what I was planning to do, and I’d defensively joke that I was going to let God take care of it. The truth was, I didn’t believe in God, and I certainly didn’t believe God was going to do anything about getting me a job. But the third step said I was supposed to stop playing God myself, which meant stop acting like I knew how things should come out and stop trying to make them come out that way.

	If it’d been up to me, I wouldn’t have been laid off, but getting laid off turned out to be the best thing that could’ve happened to me. To save money, I got a roommate—someone else who was in AA, so I had a sober person around all the time. I went to a lot of meetings. I lived a low-stress life that didn’t activate any triggers that might’ve sent me back out to drink. And I used my free time to work on my fourth step.

	Once I got used to being unemployed, I liked it. Every week, in order to meet my state’s requirements for collecting unemployment, I went to an online site and found three job descriptions that roughly matched my qualifications and submitted my résumé to them. That was it. No custom cover letter, no research, no follow up. It took me five months to finish my fourth step, and at the end of those five months, I got a job. I don’t know how. I sure wasn’t trying.

	The funny thing is, getting a new job made me panic as bad as losing my old job had. Would I be able to handle working and still stay sober? Could I be a good employee? Now that I’d done a thorough fourth step, I felt bad about how awful an employee I’d been in the past. I wanted to do better, but I wasn’t sure I could.

	If it’d been up to me, I’d have collected unemployment insurance for the whole two years I was eligible, but it was clear that I wasn’t the one who’d gotten this job. God had done it for me. And if God had gotten me the job, then I would be okay if I took it. This time when I said I was going to let God handle it, I wasn’t joking.

	That job turned out to be a great re-introduction to the workforce—a lovely place to work with a fantastic boss who I later learned was an alcoholic too. I hadn’t wanted to lose my job, but my higher power knew better. I didn’t want to get a new job, but my higher power knew better then too. I didn’t need to take any action in either of those cases. All I had to do was God’s will for me—my fourth step—and let God take care of the rest.

	Third step promises

	In AA, the Ninth Step Promises are very well known. I gave them to you at the beginning of the book. But there are promises all throughout the Big Book, and the ones associated with the third step are some of my favorites.

	We had a new Employer. Being all powerful, He provided what we needed, if we kept close to Him and performed His work well. Established on such a footing we became less and less interested in ourselves, our little plans and designs. More and more we became interested in seeing what we could contribute to life. As we felt new power flow in, as we enjoyed peace of mind, as we discovered we could face life successfully, as we became conscious of His presence, we began to lose our fear of today, tomorrow or the hereafter. We were reborn.36

	God provides what I need if I’m trying to do God’s will. That’s one of the most true and helpful promises in the whole book. When I was on step three, I didn’t have a higher power, but I kept working my program to the best of my ability, and I got what I needed. It wasn’t always what I thought I needed or what I wanted, but God’s plans worked better than mine ever had.

	How to do this step

	First, make a decision: are you willing to go to any lengths for victory over your problems? If your answer is yes, then it’s time to say the Third Step Prayer. If you have someone acting as your sponsor, say the prayer with them as a witness. If not, you can say the prayer on your own. This is a covenant between you and your own higher power.

	Here’s the text of the prayer:

	God, I offer myself to Thee, to build with me and to do with me as Thou wilt. Relieve me of the bondage of self, that I may better do Thy will. Take away my difficulties, that victory over them may bear witness to those I would help of Thy power, Thy love and Thy way of life. May I do Thy will always.37


Step Four – Introduction

	Step Four says: Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.38

	Buckle up

	This is where the rubber meets the road, folks. In step one, we learned about our problem. In step two, we learned that God is the solution to our problem. In step three, we committed to solving the problem. None of those steps should’ve taken you more than a few minutes to do, but now, now things are going to get rough.

	The next sentence after the step three reading in the Big Book says: “Next we launched out on a course of vigorous action.”39 So guess what’s coming? That’s right: vigorous action.

	There are several places where the Big Book uses the word thorough with respect to this inventory, which gives us a clue that it’s going to take more than a few minutes to complete. How long? It varies from person to person, but I worked on my fourth step for about an hour a day, every day, and it took me five months. That’s a hundred and thirty hours.

	A lot of people give up somewhere along the line, despite having just agreed in step three that they’re willing to go to any lengths. Oh, not any lengths, as it turns out. Not a length that requires actual work. We would prefer to take our spiritual solution in pill form. Or buy it at the store. I want an overnight miracle, not a hard slog.

	There aren’t many good things that come without hard work, and the harder we work, the more we get. Let’s consider school, for example. We can cheat our way through a course and get a good grade, but what does that grade buy us? It’s just a letter on a piece of paper. It doesn’t come with any useful knowledge. It doesn’t change our lives. Maybe we get some accolades, but we know we don’t deserve them, so even those feel-good strokes actually feel pretty lousy. The real reward comes from the work.

	Let’s say the course is in basic car maintenance. If I dedicate myself to learning what’s being taught, I’ll know how to change oil, replace a flat tire, and jump a dead battery. For the rest of my life, I’ll be able to make a choice between doing those tasks myself or hiring someone else to do them. My knowledge might save me money or get me out of a tight jam. And I get those rewards even if the instructor has it in for me and fails me.

	Or I could bribe the instructor and get an A and learn nothing and get none of those rewards. The reward comes from the effort I put in, not the externally visible result.

	Step work is no different. I’m going to get as much out of this process as I put into it and no more. I can do a half-assed job and maybe get some kind of relief, or I can give myself the gift of being thorough and fearless, of allowing this step to take as long as it takes.

	It only works if you work it

	There are a lot of self-improvement plans out there and a lot of religions. Maybe they all work. If you work them. Before doing these steps, I’d read more self-help books than I could count, but my course of self-improvement always went like this:

	Step 1: read the book, skipping any exercises

	Step 2: decide it probably wouldn’t work

	Step 3: quit

	Not such a surprise that I never got any results. Even when I visited mental health care professionals, I never followed through on their recommendations. What they wanted me to do was too hard, and I’d already decided it wouldn’t work. My situation was different. Didn’t they know that? There must be an easier way. I just needed to keep looking for it.

	Step four is going to be a lot of work, and some of it isn’t going to be very fun, but I’m begging you to actually do it, not just read about doing it. I can’t promise you a single result unless you do the work yourself. It’s like that spiritual experience we talked about in step two: I can’t have it for you, and I can’t give it to you. This is a journey you have to take for yourself.

	But I promise you that you can take it. You can do this. We’re going to go one very simple instruction at a time, and no instruction will be harder than what you can do. Don’t skip ahead. As we say in AA: the steps are in order for a reason.

	Ground rules for your writing

	In Hyannis format meetings, we call the fourth step “writing.” You’ll see why when you see how much writing you’re going to be doing. Each time you sit down to write, you should start by saying the Third Step Prayer to invite your higher power to be a part of your work. Don’t worry if you don’t believe in a higher power yet. Say the prayer anyway. This is a doing program, not a believing program. You’ll believe by doing, not do by believing.

	When you finish your writing session, say the Third Step Prayer again to thank your higher power for being there. If you get interrupted while writing—by taking a phone call, for instance—say the Third Step Prayer before resuming. Here it is again, for easy reference:

	God, I offer myself to Thee, to build with me and to do with me as Thou wilt. Relieve me of the bondage of self, that I may better do Thy will. Take away my difficulties, that victory over them may bear witness to those I would help of Thy power, Thy love and Thy way of life. May I do Thy will always.

	I recommend minimizing distractions while writing. You’re learning to hear the voice of God, and it’s hard to hear over music, cell phone notifications, and background chatter. But work when and where you’re able to. Don’t wait for the perfect circumstances. Make the circumstances you have work.

	Try to write every day. Early on in this process you’re going to hit a point where it seems like you’ll never finish. The amount of work is daunting. But you will finish, if you keep working. In fact, if you keep working, you can’t fail to finish.

	My friend JD tells a story about a sponsee who balked when asked if he was willing to go any lengths. “Not any lengths,” he said, “because what if you ask me to walk across the country?” I’m not going to ask you to walk across the country, but here’s an interesting fact about walking across the country: you could do it. If you walked some distance in the right direction every day, you would eventually arrive.

	You don’t need to tackle this whole process in a single push. Just take out your inventory every day and make some progress on it. If you do that, you will finish.

	Don’t wallow

	You’ve probably been burying your negative feelings and memories your whole life. Now we’re going to dig them back up. Sometimes that process will feel more bad than good, but the point of step four isn’t to feel good. It’s to identify what’s been harming us.

	Imagine that when you clean your house, instead of disposing of the trash, you just lift up the carpet and sweep it under there. Years later, you’ve got a lumpy carpet. You know the trash is under there, but you can’t exactly see it and you’ve gotten used to the smell.

	In step four, we’re going to peel back the carpet. At first, this will seem like anything other than an improvement. Your trash is now out in the open where you have to look at it, and it smells worse for being uncovered. You’ll be tempted to tack the carpet back down rather than continue with the hard work of shoveling the garbage out.

	As Winston Churchill once said, “When you’re going through Hell, keep going.” The only way to get rid of the garbage under your carpet is to keep shoveling. The faster you shovel, the sooner it’ll be gone. Don’t give in to the temptation to wallow around in what you turn up. Shovel it out and move on.

	The three parts of step four

	There are three major parts to step four: resentment, fear, and sex. We’re going to tackle each of these in a separate chapter that follows.


Step Four – Resentments

	We learned in step three that selfishness is the root of our problems. The Big Book identifies three manifestation of selfishness—resentments, fear, and sex—but says resentments “are the number one offender.”40 So that’s where we’re going to start.

	What are resentments?

	A thesaurus will give you a lot of synonyms for resentment. The one the Big Book uses most is angry, but that’s not a word everyone identifies with, and it’s not nuanced enough to cover everything we want to look for.

	Let’s consider a longer list of synonyms: indignation, irritation, dissatisfaction, hard feelings, animosity. Here are a few others you might not find listed as synonyms but that also point to the kind of feelings we’re inventorying: jealousy, disappointment, annoyance, disgust, disapproval—anything that starts with dis, really. Another tip-off is the word sad. “She makes me sad.” “When I think about that, I feel sad.”

	Any negative emotion or thought can qualify as a resentment for our purposes, but most particularly a negative emotion or thought you’ve had more than once. Breaking resentment down to its Latin roots, we get a definition like to feel again, and that’s what we’re looking for: those negative thoughts we’ve had again and again.

	Your significant other leaves a dish in the sink, and if they do it one more time, you might go after them with a butcher knife. Someone cuts you off in traffic, and you drive the rest of the way to work ruminating about how inconsiderate people are these days. You run into a store to pick up a tube of toothpaste, and they’ve rearranged the aisles—just like they’re always doing. A song plays on the radio, and you’re reminded of a school dance in eighth grade or the way everyone laughed when your bathing suit slipped down one day at the community pool.

	Your boss is a bullying moron. Your co-workers never do their fair share. Customers are the worst. The computer system is always down, and the printer is always out of ink. Everyone on the internet is an ignorant asshole, and the cashier is too busy talking to their friend to ring up customers efficiently. The drive-thru got your order wrong, there’s a pothole at the end of the street, and your kid is majoring in sassy backtalk.

	All of the above examples qualify as resentments. I don’t have to be wishing death on someone or throwing animals into their yard. I just have to have a negative feeling toward them, a little tick mark on their permanent record. I might really like someone, but that doesn’t mean I don’t also have a comprehensive list of the ways in which they’ve let me down.

	Before doing this work, my mind was an unbroken litany of negative thoughts. Someone or something would displease me, and I’d stew over it until something else happened. If I didn’t have anything to be pissed about right at the moment, I’d rifle through my wardrobe of old resentments to find something to fill the void. It was exhausting!

	If you think you’re not a resentful person, you’re going to need to pause before doing this step and listen to your thoughts for a few days. Perhaps set an alarm on your phone to go off every half hour. When it goes off, ask yourself: what was I just thinking about? Was it a negative thought, particularly one you’d had before? If so, that’s a resentment.

	We’re going to have to learn to be honest with ourselves about just how much ill will we harbor in order to do this work, so if you think you’re Mary Sunshine, dig deeper, down to that dark place where you hide the bodies. By which I mean your feelings. Hopefully you’ve started this work early enough to prevent the accumulation of actual bodies.

	Making a list

	Get a notebook and a pen and find a quiet place to sit. The first thing we’re going to do is make a list. Actually, the first thing we’re going to do is say the Third Step Prayer. We start every writing session with the Third Step Prayer.

	Now, let’s get to work on that list. Write down everyone you’re resentful at. Here are some questions you might ask yourself if you’re having trouble getting started:

	Who embarrassed me?

	Who rejected me? (real or imagined)

	Who has made my life more difficult?

	Who let me down?

	Who hurt me?

	Who do I feel smugly superior to?

	Who do I feel less than?

	Who do I complain about?

	Who do I gossip about?

	Who deserves to feel bad?

	Write the names down, one under the other, as they occur to you, without any explanation for why you’re resentful. If a name pops up, write it down. Don’t argue about it or debate it. No harm will come to anyone from being put on your list. If it turns out later that you don’t have any resentments against that person, their name can be crossed out, but for now, put down every name that comes to you. Let them flow out of you in the order they flow in.

	In addition to listing people, we’re going to include institutions (companies, government agencies, etc.) and principles (concepts or “truths”). Here’s a sample of what a list might look like:

	Mom

	Dad

	Kathy

	George

	Uncle Bob

	Amy Smith

	Elizabeth Jones

	Mr. Roos

	4th grade teacher (can’t remember her name)

	guy in the red Corvette who cut me off

	people who drive too slow

	child abusers

	the IRS

	the DMV

	the grocery store I worked for in high school

	the saying “the early bird gets the worm”

	self-checkout lanes

	Fido

	Fluffy

	gas station pumps

	etc.

	You’ll notice that I didn’t know the names of some of those people. That’s okay. All that matters is that you know who you’re talking about, so use first names, last names, initials, descriptions, whatever will prompt your memory.

	I’ve also got a couple of groups of people on the list (people who drive too slow, child abusers). If I have a particular offender in mind, I’ll certainly want to name them specifically, but sometimes there are entire categories of people I’ve never even met about whom I nevertheless have disgruntled opinions.

	Be honest here. There’s no wrong answer and no judgment. If you have a prejudice or opinion that you know is unfair, that’s okay. Put it down anyway. This isn’t the time to be politically correct. If you resent a group of people based on their skin color, religion, sexual orientation or other non-PC criteria, list it. Your fourth step is confidential. The Big Book asks us to be “fearless and thorough from the very start.”41 Be fearless and thorough.

	Next I listed a couple of institutions. The IRS makes everybody’s list. So does the Department of Motor Vehicles. Probably any place you ever worked at got you angry at some point. Work tends to do that. Remember that we are in no way evaluating the fairness of these resentments. They’re neither right nor wrong. They simply are. Put them down.

	Then I listed a couple of principles. I had a lifelong resentment against the American worship of getting up early. I hate getting up early! And it doesn’t make any sense. There are the same number of hours in the day either way. People who get up early are just in bed earlier than I am. That’s a resentment—a resentment against the concept of needing to get up early to be successful.

	Self-checkout is another principle I’ve spent a lot of time being resentful against. The system is always jamming or blinking error messages at me. And self-checkouts take jobs away from people who need them. So self-checkout goes on the list.

	Next up we have Fido and Fluffy. Yup, not all your people have to be human people. You might rebel at the idea of adding animals to your list. How could you be mad at your pet? You love them (and also your mother, possibly), but loving someone doesn’t mean not having resentments against them.

	Remember that we’re listing these resentments so they can be removed. When you hold resentments toward someone you love (and we all do, toward everyone we love), those resentments are dark, ugly spots in the relationship, little black holes into which we occasionally slip—maybe out loud, maybe just to ourselves. They tarnish our relationships. Step four will buff out those blemishes, repairing our relationships and removing old feelings of hurt and disappointment.

	The more you love someone, the more important it is to put them on your list. That’s why this list started with Mom and Dad. You can’t possibly love—or have loved—someone without them being on your list. People are too human. They let us down. They have flaws. The most caring parent figure, the most cherished child, will also get on our nerves, will occasionally fail us.

	My friend Simon always joked that while he was making his resentment list his son asked him what he was doing and he said, “My sponsor told me to make a list of everyone I ever knew.” It’s funny because it’s true. Cast your mind back over your entire life. Write down every name that occurs to you. Remember, being on your list won’t hurt anyone, and we can always cross them out later.

	Yes, I said cross out, not delete. I strongly advise you not to do this on a computer, no matter how tempting it may be. Get a real notebook and a real pen and write by hand. Working by hand is part of the process wherever possible (allowances for those who have disabilities that prevent working by hand). It’s intended to be a tedious process. Don’t do anything to change that.

	The last item on my sample list is gas pumps. That’s my whatever else category. I don’t know if you can count a gas pump as a person or an institution or a principle, but I’ve had lifelong issues with them. When I did my fourth step, I forgot to put gas pumps on my list—maybe because they didn’t fit into any of those categories. I got all the way through my ninth step and was feeling great. The promises were coming true for me. I was living the spiritual life.

	Then one day, a gas pump refused to take my credit card and I stormed inside to give the clerk a piece of my mind. He got the pump running for me, and I went back out to pump my gas already feeling the shame of having unloaded on an innocent person. How could I have reacted that way over such a minor inconvenience after all the work I’d done?

	Well, I hadn’t put gas pumps on my list, so all the resentment I had toward them was still in my resentment wardrobe, just waiting to be pulled out when I needed it. I had to go back inside and apologize to the clerk, and I also had to do a tenth step. We’ll talk more about the tenth step later, but for now know that if you miss something on your fourth step, there will be a way to make it up later. But I wish I’d put gas pumps on my list to begin with, and so does that clerk.

	If you have any kind of relationship with a higher power, you probably need to put it on your list too, because chances are you’ve felt let down by it at some point. Don’t worry. God can handle being on your list.

	My sample list is a small fraction of my real list. I can’t tell you how long your list ought to be, but it should be long. My friend JD only had about thirty names on his first version. He tells the story of how his sponsor handed it back to him with a sarcastic, “You’ve only been mad once a year?” Once a year, heck. I’m mad at least once a day.

	Working the steps using the Hyannis format might be the only time you’ll ever be told this, but it’s all about quantity, not quality. The bigger your list, the more relief you’ll get from it. We’re in the process of forming a working relationship with a higher power. The more work we do together, the stronger that bond will be.

	Making the list is your first instruction. Don’t move on until you’ve completed it. I know you want to know everything that’s coming before you start, but you’re here to do, not understand. Put down this book, pick up that notebook, and start your list. Work on it every day until you can’t squeeze out any more names. Remember to do the Third Step Prayer at the start and end of each session plus if you get interrupted in the middle.

	Go ahead. This book will be here when you get back. This process only works if you work it. Reading about the steps won’t have any effect. You need to actually do them.

	Cause and effects

	Did you really make your list? Are you sure there aren’t any more names you can get on there? Okay then, we’ll move on. If another name comes to you at any point, go ahead and add it, but for now let’s look at the next instruction.

	Turn to a fresh spot in your notebook, leaving a few blank pages to add names as they come to you. Write down the first name from your list (did you say the Third Step Prayer?). Next to it, write down the first reason you can think of for why you’re resentful at that person. You don’t need to write a lot—no essays, please—a single sentence or even a phrase will usually do it. This is the cause of your resentment.

	Next to that cause, you’re going to write down what it affects. The Big Book has given us five things to choose from: ambition, self-esteem, security, personal relations, and sex relations.42

	Ambition: Usually when we use the word ambition, we’re talking about lofty goals, like winning a race or getting a promotion, but we all have much more mundane ambitions on a regular basis. Whenever I leave my house for an appointment, I have ambitions of arriving on time, of successfully achieving the purpose of that appointment, and probably of getting it over with as fast as possible. Any of those ambitions can put me in contention with a world that’s full of red lights, bureaucracy, and Murphy’s Law, thus causing resentment when I show up late/find out I have to go to another agency/spend twice as much time as I’d planned. Ambition means anything I want to have happen.

	Self-esteem: A resentment will affect my self-esteem if it makes me feel bad about myself or worry that other people are thinking badly of me. Being turned down for a date, getting a failing grade, feeling like someone doesn’t like me, losing a game. All of those will affect my self-esteem.

	Security: Humans hunger for many different forms of security. Some examples are physical security (this may cause me pain or death), emotional security (I’m abandoned, I’m unsafe), and financial security (I don’t have enough, I’ll be homeless). Any resentment that triggers one of those fears affects security.

	Personal relations: When we have a resentment against someone we’re close to, it affects our relationship with that person. But a resentment against one person can also impact a relationship with another person. Let’s suppose a good friend tells you that your mentor sexually harassed her. That will impact your relationship with your mentor, so you might have a resentment against your friend for telling you what you didn’t want to know.

	(“But wait!” I hear you saying. “How could I resent my friend for telling me about something that hurt her? Of course she should tell me!” Remember, we’re not judging these resentments. We’re just writing them down. You wouldn’t be human if you didn’t harbor resentful feelings toward the bearer of bad news, no matter how much the bad news wasn’t their fault. Please write down how you’re really feeling, not how you think you ought to feel.)

	Sex relations: this one seems kind of obvious but, as with personal relations, we should also consider indirect effects. If you’re angry with your significant other over whose turn it is to wash the dishes, you probably aren’t eager to have sex with them. Maybe anger toward your father has made it hard to connect with other men in your life. Non-sexual resentments can affect our sex relations.

	A single resentment can have multiple effects. In fact, it’s rare for there to be only one effect, and the bigger the resentment, the more effects it’s likely to have. Let’s do a few examples:

	
		
				Resentful at


				Cause


				Effects


		

		
				Kathy


				#1. Always late


				Personal relations

Ambition

Self-esteem


		

		
				


				#2. Has beautiful long hair


				Ambition

Self-esteem


		

		
				


				#3. Never pays her fair share of the check


				Security

Personal relations


		

		
				George


				#4. Expects me to pick up his dirty socks


				Personal relations

Sex relations

Self-esteem

Ambition


		

		
				


				#5. Thinks I need to lose weight


				Self-esteem

Security

Personal relations

Sex relations


		

	


	

	When you write out your list, do it in a columnar format like the above with each single cause having one or more effects.

	Now let’s talk through how I came up with the effects listed for each of the resentments above.

	#1: Kathy is always late, which affects my personal relations, ambition, and self-esteem. When Kathy’s late, it affects my personal relationship with her because I get angry. Sometimes she’s late enough to mess up our plans for the day, which affects my ambition. But you may wonder how self-esteem is involved. Well, I feel like she’s disrespecting me. Plus, I feel awkward while I’m waiting for her, like everyone’s looking at me and thinking I’m a loser.

	#2: Kathy has beautiful hair which affects my ambition and self-esteem. How does Kathy’s hair affect me at all? Because I want beautiful long hair too. When I see hers, I get jealous (ambition) and also feel less-than (self-esteem).

	#3: Kathy never pays her fair share which affects my security and personal relations. When Kathy doesn’t pay as much as I think she ought to, I have to pay more than I want. That gives me financial insecurity and makes me not want to have lunch with her, affecting our relationship.

	After listing three resentments against Kathy, I moved on to George who was the next person on my list. If George is my significant other, I probably have way more than two resentments against him, but that’s enough for a sample. My resentments against him have a lot of effects. When he expects me to clean up after him (which I don’t want to do, i.e. ambition) or criticizes my appearance, it impacts our relationship, both in and out of bed (personal relations and sex relations). Criticism makes me feel bad about myself (self-esteem) and insecure in the relationship (security). Picking up after him makes me feel less-than, like he doesn’t value me (self-esteem).

	Continue on through your list this way. For some people (like close relatives and your current and previous significant others), you’ll have a lot of resentments. For others, you might only have one. In dealing with recurring resentments like some of the ones above, include any specific instances that really stick out. For instance, I might write down the general, “Kathy is always late,” but also the specific, “She left me sitting in that fancy restaurant looking like I’d been stood up for half an hour on my birthday.” Having a specific instance to work with will help when we get to the turnarounds later.

	The Big Book says we should list resentments whether they’re “fancied or real.”43 We may have resentments over things that didn’t happen because we suspected they happened or imagined them happening. We may have resentments against people we’ve never met. We may know these resentments are ridiculous, but we write them down anyway.

	Remember that we’re being thorough and honest. It doesn’t matter how foolish or trivial a resentment seems. Put it down. You may be tempted to write down only the “real” resentments—the big, ugly things like abuse—but my experience, and the experience of many others who’ve gone through this process, is that small resentments reveal the truth better than big ones do.

	Think of it like having a pebble in your shoe. If you have a big honking rock in there, you’ll probably stop to take it out. You’d have to. But if the pebble is small enough, you can keep walking. And since you’re in a hurry—of course you are—you do keep walking. All day, every day, there’s this little annoyance making you uncomfortable and hindering your productivity, but only slightly. The annoyance is never important enough to deal with.

	When major events happen to us, we tend to work through them. We’re aware of their impact, so we deal with them—maybe not in the healthiest way, but we at least get them out of our shoe. It’s the tiny grains of sand that accumulate. This is shoe cleaning time. We’re getting it all out—every last grain—so that you can walk free at last.

	Making this list of cause and effects shouldn’t be an overnight matter. In fact, even if you work on it every day, it may take you weeks and weeks. If you don’t work on it every day, it’ll take even longer. Keep moving, don’t skimp, and remember to say the Third Step Prayer at the beginning and end of every session. Put down what comes to you. Don’t censor your higher power.

	As you work through this assignment, you may be tempted to sit in morbid reflection, remorse, or self-pity, to re-live these resentments in an emotional way. Don’t fall into that trap. Write the cause and its effects and then quickly move to the next one. Each resentment should take no more than a minute, so if your emotions are getting churned up, it’s probably because you’re spending too much time reflecting and not enough time writing. Apply pen to paper and use the Third Step Prayer at the end of each writing session to seal off the resentments you worked on that day. Leave them on the paper for your higher power to deal with.

	I’ve had more than one sponsee tell me they felt bad listing resentments for people who’ve been mostly a positive influence in their lives. I had those same feelings when I was writing. My parents are good people who always loved me. That didn’t stop me from having dozens of resentments against each of them, but there are many, many more good things they did for me than bad.

	So when I finished listing my resentments against a person, I sometimes took a moment to think of the reasons I was grateful to them. We’re not going to write those down—sorry!—but you can spend a moment reflecting on them if that’s helpful to you. That’s optional, however. The reason we don’t list positives is because we don’t need to get rid of those. Once we remove the negative from our minds, we’ll have more room for the positive to fill in.

	That’s it for Cause and Effects. Don’t move forward in the reading until you’ve finished.

	Sick Man’s Prayer

	Once you’ve completed the previous instruction, you should have a long list of resentments. More may come to you as you continue the work, and that’s okay. Keep adding to your list as needed. But what to do with everything you’ve already written down?

	The Big Book says that when we review our list, “The first thing apparent was that this world and its people were often quite wrong.”44

	Right? I had a whole notebook full of the ways in which the world and its people were wrong. I’d never put it down in black and white before, but I’d spent my life tallying up everyone’s failings in my mind. Since my tallying didn’t change anything, nothing got relieved. I stayed mad at the people I was mad at, and one of those people was me.

	Did you put yourself on your list? If it didn’t occur to you spontaneously, do it now. When I wrote out my resentments, the person I had the most against was my current significant other. I don’t like to throw numbers around because your list is going to be your list, but I’m going to use one here to illustrate the extent to which I was resentful at this guy.

	I had a hundred and four resentments against him. That’s right. A hundred and four. You might question why I was dating someone I was that resentful at, and you’d be right. Shortly after finishing my Cause and Effects, I ended that relationship, which was long overdue. I guess I needed to see it all in one place before I could take action.

	But the person against whom I had the second-most resentments was none other than me. My list against myself was almost as long as my list against him. I regretted the ways I’d let myself (and others) down. I resented the ways in which I’d failed to be perfect. I wished I hadn’t made certain mistakes that had had lasting consequences.

	Of course, none of my resentments were helping me—not the ones against myself or the ones against anyone else. This is a quote from the Big Book I really love:

	It is plain that a life which includes deep resentment leads only to futility and unhappiness. To the precise extent that we permit these, do we squander the hours that might been worth while.45

	With it all laid out before me, I could see how my resentments had come between me and the people I loved, how they’d changed the course of my life. In the sample resentments I gave against Kathy, I’m resentful at her for being late and not paying her share of the check. This leads to my not wanting to have lunch with her. Our relationship suffers—maybe ends—because I can’t get past ten minutes or ten dollars.

	Similarly, there might be a hundred things I love about George for each thing I hate, but if I can’t get past the socks on the floor, our relationship will grow bitter (and sexless) and will either end or be so negative that ending it would be an improvement.

	So you can understand why you might want to clean up resentments against people you like and want to have a good relationship with, but what about the people you don’t like so much? They deserve your hatred, don’t they?

	Eh. We like to say in AA that having a resentment is like drinking poison and expecting the other person to die. My resentments are inside me. They’re running my life. When I’m trapped in resentment, I spend more time thinking about people and situations I don’t like than about people and situations I do. I spend more time living in fear than in joy. My head is filled with what I hate. My time is spent contemplating what I want to avoid.

	Before doing this work, I was one of those people who didn’t think they were very resentful, so I was surprised to find out just how resentful I was. Now that my inner eye had been opened to the quantity of resentments I carried around with me, I could see how overwhelmingly negative my thoughts were.

	That’s why we want to be free of even those resentments that seem justified. We want our minds to be clean and happy places, for our lives to be filled with peace and joy and light. And that means we’ve got to clear out all this resentment.

	But how?

	Although I had a lot of resentments against myself, I also knew I’d never meant to do the harm I’d done, that my bad actions had stemmed from fear or sorrow or anger. When my feelings were hurt, I retaliated unthinkingly. I wasn’t proud of myself for it, but I knew I’d been doing the best I could, even if the best I could wasn’t all that great.

	Could I consider that other people were also doing the best they could? That they were acting out of their own fear, anger, or hurt feelings? That even if what they’d done had been pretty horrible, they hadn’t been able to do any better?

	When someone is suffering from a physical disease like cancer, they have limitations. They may be incapable of meeting obligations because they’re exhausted or need to prioritize medical treatments. They may be grumpy, lashing out where it’s not warranted. But you would forgive all of that, wouldn’t you? You’d make allowances. You’d say, “Well, she’s very sick. She’s doing the best she can.” And then you’d think, “How can I help her?”

	In the Sick Man’s Prayer phase of our fourth step, we’re being asked to consider that everyone in the world is sick. Including us. That we’re all struggling with a sort of spiritual sickness that makes us act in less than ideal ways because we’re incapable, at that moment, of acting any better. The Big Book asks us to show everyone the same tolerance we would show a friend who’s physically ill.

	So that’s your next instruction—to go through your original list of people against whom you have resentments and say the Sick Man’s Prayer for every one of them. Here’s the prayer:

	This is a sick man. How can I be helpful to him? God save me from being angry. Thy will be done.46

	You can, of course, substitute appropriate gender terms into the prayer, but I’m going to call it the Sick Man’s Prayer because that’s what it’s called. It’s a short prayer but really powerful. Let’s break it down.

	This is a sick person: This person is doing the best they can. They don’t intend to be harmful, any more than I do when I’m struggling.

	How can I be helpful to them: Rather than condemning this person for their sickness, is there a way I can help? If I can’t be helpful in a concrete way, I can simply be tolerant or not make things worse.

	God save me from being angry: This is the most important part of the prayer, in my opinion. Resentment isn’t helpful to me. Being angry isn’t helpful to me. I’m not hurting the other person by having a hateful attitude toward them. God save me from my own anger, because that anger is harmful to me.

	Thy will be done: a reminder that I don’t know what should happen, that I don’t know what God’s will is for this person or the situation they’re in.

	Taken together, the four sentences of this short prayer redirect my attention from my own selfish anger to a tolerant view of the other person as someone who, like me, is sick and struggling and doing the best they can.

	Now, I’m not going to pretend that I had that kind of tolerance when I was at this point in my step work. I followed the instructions, as I hope you will, and I felt some relief toward some of the people at whom I was angry, but plenty of anger still remained, especially toward the people who had really wronged me.

	Like many other aspects of this process, it requires practice before we can get good at it, but the concept of everyone being sick and doing the best they can is one of the most important takeaways I’ve gotten from my step work, easing much of that negative talk that used to spiral through my brain. These days, I walk around with a spirit of willing forgiveness that gives me much relief and peace. It started with doing the Sick Man’s Prayer for everyone on my list, but it certainly didn’t end there.

	Not having been raised religiously, I can’t quote much of the Bible to you, but there’s one scripture in particular that I’d heard before doing this work and have come to interpret in an entirely different way since. “If God is for us, who can be against us?”47

	I used to see this line as indicative of everything that was wrong with Christianity. Like, who says God is so particularly on your team? Athletes thanking God for their victory after a game really rankled. Didn’t God love the players on the other team? A god who took sides was exactly the kind of god I wanted nothing to do with.

	Now I see that quote in a different light. When I’m on God’s team, there is no other team, because God loves all of us equally, wants us all to be happy and fulfilled. That other person isn’t my opponent. They’re another person just like me—alone and afraid, sick and struggling, doing the best they can—and God has already forgiven them, the same as God has forgiven me, because God knows we’re doing the best we can. I can let some of God’s love and forgiveness pass through me toward the person I think is trying to harm me.

	This change of attitude came over me slowly. It didn’t happen the day I said the Sick Man’s Prayer, but this process is a process, not an on/off switch. Say the prayer for everyone on your list, and as you go through your day, if someone aggravates you, try saying it for them right in the moment. Let your higher power help you see people in a different light.

	Turnarounds

	We’ve reached the last instruction for the resentments part of step four. As with the previous instructions, you shouldn’t start this until you’ve done all the work up to this point. This is particularly important with the turnarounds.

	You’re going to need a full understanding of the extent to which your resentments have ruled you—as seen from doing the Cause and Effects—and a more tolerant view of the rest of humanity—as suggested in the Sick Man’s Prayer—in order to turn your understanding of your resentments around a hundred and eighty degrees and see them from the other side.

	In this instruction, we’re going to look at how we caused our own resentments—at where we’re to blame for what happened in terms of what led up to what happened and also what happened after what happened.

	Does this feel like blaming the victim to you? That’s probably one of the biggest resistances people have to looking for their own part in their resentments. People did bad things to you. Those things weren’t your fault. The perpetrators shouldn’t be forgiven. You deserve to be angry.

	You don’t deserve to be angry, because being angry is an uncomfortable, paralyzing, isolating emotion. Anger is poisoning you, and this process is here to save you. We aren’t God. It’s not our job to judge, condemn, or punish other people for their apparent sins. God can take care of that. In the meantime, do you want to be happy, joyous and free or do you want to live in self-pity and anger?

	We have a saying in AA: would you rather be right or would you rather be happy? Funny thing is that a lot of people would rather be right. If that’s you, you’re going to struggle with your turnarounds, but that doesn’t mean you can’t do them. If you make the effort, your higher power will work to change your attitude.

	Most of us, if we think about it hard enough, would rather be happy. Pick a door. Door number 1: your enemies suffer. Door number 2: you don’t suffer. Which door will you choose? If it helps, your enemies don’t really suffer when you go through door number 1 anyway, because your resentment is primarily hurting you.

	Most people have heard of the Serenity prayer (or at least the first verse of it). The AA version goes like this:

	God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and wisdom to know the difference48

	The key to that prayer lies in the last line: the wisdom to know the difference. What can I change and what can’t I change? As it turns out, there’s very little I can change. Much less than I previously thought, that’s for sure. I can wish for things to change all over the place, but considering that I have only limited control over my own behavior (hence why I’m doing these steps), what control could I possibly have outside of my own behavior?

	Since the only thing I can change is myself, there’s no point in considering anyone else’s part in my resentments. I can’t change their part, only my own. That’s why we’re going to concentrate on looking for our part. When we understand how we put ourselves in a position to be hurt, we can stop putting ourselves in that position.

	Remember that ex-boyfriend I had a hundred and four resentments against? I tried so hard to change him, to fix him, to make him into the partner I wanted him to be. Without any success. After writing out all my resentments against him, I finally understood which part of the equation I could change. I didn’t have to be dating him!

	Once he’d shown me what it would be like to be in a relationship with him and I’d seen how much I didn’t enjoy it, why did I keep doing it? Well, we’ll get to the reasons why in a bit—that’s what we’ll see in our turnarounds—but one thing was for sure: the part I could control was the part where I kept being in a relationship with him. We’d been off and on for longer than we’d dated in the first place, but after doing this work, I was able to end things with him and never look back again. I’m now engaged to a wonderful man I would never have gotten involved with if I’d continued to cling to Mr. One Hundred and Four Resentments.

	Imagine standing in the way of a swinging door. Every time someone comes through the door, it smacks you in the head. You curse the people coming through the door. Don’t they see you’re standing there? Why can’t they open the door more carefully? There’s another door right over there. Why don’t they use that one instead?

	The solution is to step out of the way of the door, but we get so caught up in our resentments and our fear, in our conviction that we have every right to stand where we’re standing, in our determination to change other people’s behavior rather than our own, that we can’t see that solution.

	Hopefully I’ve convinced you that looking for your part in your resentments is a useful endeavor, because this is going to take a while. Remember to be fearless and through. You won’t be showing your inventory to your enemies, so it’s safe to be completely honest about your motivations and your actions. Look beneath the story you’ve always told yourself about whose fault this is and why.

	Ready? Here’s how to do it. First, you’ll say the Third Step Prayer, of course. Before every session, we say the Third Step Prayer. Don’t skimp on praying, because you’ll need your higher power’s help to dig down through years of dishonesty to get at the truth.

	Now, take the first resentment on your list of Cause and Effects and write #1 next to it. Get out a new notebook and write #1 on the first page. This is for cross reference purposes. You’ll continue to number each resentment in your list of Cause and Effects and use that number to indicate the matching turnaround.

	For each resentment, we’ll be looking at four things: where were we selfish, dishonest, self-seeking, and frightened.?49 Each resentment will have at least one selfishness, one dishonesty, one self-seeking behavior, and one fear. You’ll find that most resentments will have many of each of those, but do write down at least one of each for each resentment.

	Selfish

	Under selfish, you’ll list the ways in which you were only thinking of yourself. You’ll also list the people you weren’t thinking of. Finish the sentence: “I wanted…”

	Sometimes what you wanted will seem like a perfectly normal thing to want, something you deserve to have. For example “I wanted to feel safe.” No one is saying you don’t have a right to feel safe. Because we use the word selfish, it can feel like we’re judging whatever you put down here as wrong, but this is a judgement-free zone. Put down what you wanted, whether it seems selfish or not.

	Next, finish the sentence: “I wasn’t thinking about…” Every situation has more than one person in it, and chances are your primary concern was you. For example, you’re stuck at a red light feeling resentful because you’re running late. “I wanted the light to turn green so I could get to my destination faster. I wasn’t thinking about the person traveling in the other direction who also had someplace to be.”

	Dishonest

	Sometimes we’re flat-out dishonest. We lie, we cheat, we steal, we exaggerate (boy, how we exaggerate). If you did something obviously dishonest with respect to this resentment, write that down. But even more than these obvious dishonesties, we’re looking for the lies we tell ourselves, a.k.a. our “victim story.” Our victim story usually involves a combination of exaggerating other people’s negative behavior and whitewashing our own.

	Let’s take a look at that speeding ticket I got. Here’s my victim story: “I didn’t deserve to get a ticket. Everyone was going that fast. How come the cops always pull me over? The speed limit should be higher anyway. They’re just doing it to make money.”

	All those statements are dishonest. I was speeding so I do deserve to get a ticket. In fact, I speed all the time and rarely get ticketed. What I deserve is to get ticketed more often, not less often. Whether or not other people are speeding has nothing to do with whether or not I’m speeding. Speed limits exist for a reason. Perhaps the people who set the speed limits know more about those reasons than I do. Governments have expenses, so they do need to raise money. Fining people who break the law is one way to do that, not that I know the motivations behind that speed limit. Might it be to keep people safe?

	My victim story is what I tell myself to deflect from the part I can change (my speeding) to the part I can’t change (town laws, random distribution of police cars). It can be hard to see through my victim story because I’ve been telling it to myself for so long that I’ve come to believe it.

	Here are some good things to keep in mind about dishonesties:

	
		If I wasn’t there, then I don’t know what happened. Person X telling me what Person Y said or did doesn’t make it true, even if Person X is someone I love and Person Y is someone I don’t like.

		I don’t ever know what someone else is thinking or feeling. No, not even if they tell me. People lie about their feelings and motivations all the time. So if my victim story includes “they did this because…” then that’s a dishonesty.

		I never know the whole story, only my side of it. The other person involved has things going on I know nothing about.

		People are rarely intentionally hurtful. Most of the time they’re pursuing their own selfish ends and I happen to be in the way of those ends. For example, a car cuts me off. They didn’t cut me off. They simply put their car where they wanted it to be, which happened to be where I also wanted my car to be. It’s dishonest to think their actions had anything to do with me personally.

		We dishonestly believe people can do better if they really want to, even though we know from our own experience that when we’re in the grip of our dis-ease, we aren’t capable of doing better. Guess what? Neither are they.

		I dishonestly believe that I know how things should come out—not just for me but for everyone. This ought to happen. That shouldn’t happen. But I’m not God. I don’t know how it’ll come out best, not even if it seems super obvious.

		I have dishonest expectations. If I think I’m going to drive anywhere without hitting some red lights, I’m being dishonest with myself. If I think someone who always does xyz is going to stop doing xyz because I complain about it for the hundredth time, I’m telling myself lies.

		I’m often dishonest about how much harm was done to me, believing that the principle alone justifies my anger. If Kathy is ten minutes late, does that change anything other than how I spend those ten minutes? How big a deal is it to pick up a pair of socks? The “harm” done to me in those circumstances is done in my own mind as I make a false equivalency between someone else’s actions and my own self-worth.



	Self-Seeking

	In Big Book parlance, self-seeking doesn’t mean taking a trip to the desert to find yourself. Self-seeking is what we do for selfish purposes that puts us in a position to be hurt. Look for actions here, and especially look for actions that either started the trouble or escalated it.

	Consider the speeding ticket example. The obvious way I put myself in a position to be hurt was by speeding, but if I’d left the house five minutes earlier, I wouldn’t have felt like I needed to speed in the first place. My self-seeking is speeding and also putting off my departure until the last minute.

	What about in the example where someone cuts you off? You’re just driving down the road minding your own business. You didn’t start any trouble. But what happened next? Did you spend the rest of your drive fuming? Did you flip off the other driver, possibly prompting them to retaliate with even worse behavior? Did you arrive at your destination in a bad mood that had a rippling effect throughout the day?

	The harm caused by being cut off could have ended with one extra car in front of yours—hardly a big deal. Everything that happened after that was self-seeking: the fuming, the aggressive behavior, carrying anger forward into unrelated situations. In some resentments, we may find that we didn’t get the ball rolling, but we still usually find that we kept the ball rolling.

	Here are some common forms of self-seeking:

	
		Playing God: Under dishonesty, we talked about how I dishonestly believe I know what should happen—for me and for everyone else. We call that “playing God.” I decide what everyone is thinking, what their motivations are, how they ought to be acting, and I judge them for failing to play their part correctly. Playing God is a really common form of self-seeking.

		Judging/being hypocritical: A specific case of the above. We aren’t God. We don’t get to judge. And how frequently do we judge people for the very things we do ourselves?

		Taking things personally: That driver has no idea who I am. They made a mistake, but they weren’t trying to hurt me.

		Saying yes when we mean no: Someone asks if I’ll water their plants while they’re on vacation. I say yes. I then spend a week feeling angry and resentful every time I go over to do it. Who put me in that position? That would be me. People are allowed to ask for what they want. It’s my job to say no when I mean no.

		Making someone else my higher power: When I allow someone’s opinion of me (stated or inferred) to harm me, my self-seeking is that I’m making them my higher power. Just as I’m not God and therefore don’t get to judge, no one else is God either. Someone else’s opinion of me can’t hurt me unless I take it on.

		Having unrealistic expectations: Once I’ve been shown a thing a few times (whether it’s Kathy’s lack of promptness or George’s socks on the floor), I know what to expect. It’s self-seeking to continue to have a different expectation instead of acting on the knowledge I have.

		Catastrophizing: If I’m late to work, my boss will be mad and fire me. I won’t be able to pay the mortgage and I’ll end up homeless. Kathy’s late because she isn’t coming because nobody likes me. If George doesn’t find me attractive, he’ll cheat on me. We’ll get divorced and I’ll be alone the rest of my life because no one wants me. Whatever’s happening, we find a way to take it to the worst possible conclusion in our minds.

		Romanticizing: Whatever I have (job, significant other, house) is always awful, but what that person has must be amazing. Their significant other is always sweet and polite, their home is always tidy, their job pays better and has no stress. If we lived in the other person’s shoes, we’d find out their shoes pinch too, but we tend to catastrophize our own lives and romanticize other people’s lives. Sometimes we romanticize our future imaginary lives. “When I’m married to this person who I’ve gone on two whole dates with, we’re going to be so happy together.” “When my book becomes a best seller, I’ll buy a Lexus.” When it doesn’t come out the way we drew the picture, we’re resentful.

		Campaigning and wallowing: It’s not enough for me to know had sad it is to be me. I have to tell everyone else. Whatever my partner or parent or boss did to me must be shared and amplified, and whoever’s listening must agree. We wallow in the harm that was done to us, keeping it alive by constantly revisiting it.

		Keeping score. Every time I find George’s socks on the floor, I add it to the tally of every other time I found his socks on the floor—past, present, and future. I compound the current offense by multiplying it by all the times it’s happened in the past and then add on a bunch of anticipated future times to round things off. I’m already mad at Kathy for being late before I get to where I’m meeting her. I hate my co-worker so bad that I’m pissed about what they’re going to say before they open their mouth.

		Wanting reward without effort: Maybe Kathy has long, beautiful hair because she spends a lot of time and money on it. Maybe Stephen King writes best-selling novels because he sits down and works on his craft instead of having another glass of wine.

		Doing what they said you did: I can’t help but laugh at resentments against people for gossiping about us doing what we actually did. If you don’t want people saying you did the thing, don’t do the thing. Same with jail sentences and fines. I can’t tell you how often a sponsee has done a turnaround on, say, being arrested for drunk driving without managing to write down the part where they were driving drunk.



	In summary about self-seeking: how did you start the chain of events that led to the harm you’re resentful about? At what point could you have stopped that chain of events? Why is this still hurting you if the chain of events has ended?

	Frightened

	The last of the four elements in a turnaround is fear. What fears are driving this resentment? What fears drove the self-seeking behavior? There are a few big fears that almost all of us can relate to, though we may call them different things in our minds:

	
		Fear of what people think of us/fear that we’re not good enough: No one escapes this one. Fear of what people think of us can even motivate us to do other things we’re afraid of, just because we’re more afraid of people knowing we’re afraid.

		Fear of financial insecurity: Another huge one. Any resentment involving money (being stolen from, being charged too much, not being paid enough) should have this fear listed.

		Fear of not being in control/the unknown: We wish we could control the future so we’d know it comes out okay.

		Fear of physical harm: Pain, injury, death.

		Fear of inconvenience/discomfort: It’s weird how afraid of this we are, but we are, as if we won’t survive being bored or making awkward small talk. I once heard someone at an AA meeting say that alcoholics are good at suffering but terrible at being uncomfortable, and it’s so true. The things we do to avoid a few minutes of discomfort can lead to much bigger difficulties, like when we refuse to ask for directions and end up lost.



	Those are some common fears. You can put down anything that occurs to you, but you’ll find that a lot of your fears are along those lines.

	Often a resentment will feature competing fears: fear of what happens if I do versus fear of what happens if I don’t. For example, speeding tickets give me a fear of financial insecurity, but being late makes me worry about what people will think of me. When George leaves his socks on the floor, I fear the inconvenience of picking them up, but if someone came over and saw socks on the floor, what would they think of my housekeeping skills?

	Look for the fears that caused what happened and also the fears that came up as a result of what happened. When we’re trapped between conflicting fears, we feel stuck and hopeless. That makes for some big resentments.

	We’ll go deeper into fear in the next section of step four. For now, just list the fears as they come to you.

	Sample turnarounds

	#1 Kathy is always late

	Selfish: I want her to show up on time so I feel like I’m important to her and so I don’t feel awkward sitting around waiting for her. I’m not thinking about what’s going on with her that has her running late.

	Dishonest: I dishonestly tell myself that people are laughing at me. I act like ten minutes is a big deal. I tell myself that if she respected me she’d be on time. I tell myself she could be on time if she tried.

	Self-seeking: I expect her to be on time when I know from experience she won’t be. I harbor this resentment so that our time together isn’t pleasant once she does show up. I keep making time-sensitive plans with her even though I know she’ll be late.

	Fear: I’m afraid of what she’s thinking of me (that I’m not important). I’m afraid of what other people are thinking of me (that I got stood up).

	#2: Kathy has beautiful long hair

	Selfish: I want beautiful hair like hers. I’m not thinking about the time and effort Kathy has to put into her hair.

	Dishonest: I dishonestly tell myself that her life is perfect because she has good hair and that she doesn’t have any of her own insecurities. I dishonestly believe everyone finds her more attractive than me.

	Self-seeking: I’m jealous. I dwell on it. I take no action to change my own hair (I could get a weave if I care that much).

	Fear: I’m afraid I’m not attractive. I’m afraid she’s better than me.

	#3: Kathy never pays her fair share of the check

	Selfish: I want more money to spend on other things. I’m not thinking about what Kathy might need money for.

	Dishonest: I tell myself she has plenty of money when I don’t have personal knowledge of her financial situation. I make a big deal about a few dollars. I dishonestly expect her to change. I ignore the times she pays more, acting as if it’s always me paying more.

	Self-seeking: I don’t speak up about how much I think her fair share should be. I don’t ask the server to split the check for us. I keep track in my mind of how much I think she “owes” me.

	Fear: Fear of financial insecurity. Fear that she’s taking advantage of me.

	#4: George expects me to pick up his dirty socks

	Selfish: I don’t want to spend my time picking up socks. I’m not thinking about how tired he is by the end of the day.

	Dishonest: I tell myself that if I don’t pick them up, he never will. I tell myself that my standard for cleanliness is the right one and he’s required to share it. I tell myself he leaves his socks on the floor because he knows it bugs me or because he doesn’t care that it bugs me.

	Self-seeking: I take his behavior personally. I pick up his socks, but then fume about it. I exaggerate the amount of effort involved. I carry this resentment into other areas of our life.

	Fear: Fear that he doesn’t respect me. Fear of what other people would think if they saw his socks on the floor. Fear of inconvenience.

	#5: George thinks I need to lose weight

	Selfish: I want him to think I’m perfect the way I am. I want to always feel positive about my appearance.

	Dishonest: I don’t know if he really thinks I need to lose weight—he made an offhand comment about ice cream once and I’ve assumed what he meant by it ever since. I’m the one who thinks I need to lose weight.

	Self-seeking: I try to get validation by asking him how I look. I moan to him about how I shouldn’t eat ice cream even though I’m going to eat it. I want to look different, but I don’t take any action. I nag him about his weight too. I allow him to be the judge of my appearance (make him my higher power).

	Fear: Fear that I’m not attractive. Fear that he likes other women better than me. Fear that he’ll leave me and I’ll be alone.

	When it wasn’t your fault

	Let’s talk about resentments for serious harm done to you that you didn’t do anything to deserve. I’m thinking about sexual and physical abuse here, especially childhood sexual and physical abuse where you likely didn’t have an option to remove yourself from the situation. How are you supposed to do a turnaround on those resentments?

	Even in cases where you did nothing whatsoever to cause the harm, you can still do a turnaround on it. Below are some ideas. The stuff in square brackets is more likely to be relevant to things that happened to you as an adult.

	Selfish: I wanted to feel safe, to not be hurt. I’ve never considered what happened in my abuser’s life to make them capable of doing that. I think a lot about what happened to me but not much about other victims. [I wanted the financial security/job/attention I was getting but didn’t want the abuse.]

	Dishonest: My abuser is a sick person, but I dishonestly believe they could’ve done better. I dishonestly took it personally when this person would have/has done the same thing to other people in my position. I dishonestly tell myself that this person/event is responsible for anything bad that’s happened since then. [I told myself this person would change if I gave them another chance.]

	Self-seeking: I carry this resentment forward to other people who had nothing to do with the situation (e.g. I’m distrustful of all men). I use this as an excuse for my own bad behavior. I use it to seek sympathy. I don’t think about how I can be helpful in a concrete way (e.g. victim advocacy). [I didn’t remove myself from the situation as soon as it became apparent I should. I didn’t ask for help. I was drunk, high, or otherwise unable to effectively advocate for myself.]

	Fear: Fear of physical harm/pain. Fear that I’ve been forever damaged. Fear of what people will think if they know this happened to me. Fear that I deserved it. Fear that it’ll happen again, that I can never be safe. [Fear that trying to protect myself would’ve made things worse. Fear of losing whatever this person was providing for me.]

	If you find yourself really resistant to the idea of “forgiving” your abuser, please read Julie’s story about using this process to heal from her rape and Kimberly’s story about working the steps as a victim of childhood sexual and physical abuse. Remember that our goal is to save you. This work won’t exonerate your abuser. It’ll only relieve you of the burden of your resentment.

	Moving forward

	Once you finish your first turnaround, you’re going to have a revelation about how long this part of step four will take. I know. It’s going to take a long time. Keep going. Do every resentment. Don’t start crossing them off because “you’ve done this one before.” You’re going to see patterns—recurring resentments. These are important to the process. If there are twenty people on your list that you resent for having long, beautiful hair, do the turnaround for every one of them.

	Don’t forget to finish each writing session with the Third Step Prayer, and if you get stuck while working, stop and ask God to show you the truth. If you’re really, really stuck, you can use this skeleton turnaround, but don’t fall back on it every time out of laziness. Nothing counts but thoroughness and honesty.50

	Selfish: I was only thinking of myself.

	Dishonest: I dishonestly told myself the other person could do better.

	Self-seeking: Playing God.

	Fear: Fear of not being in control.

	How to do this step

	
		Make a list of people, institutions and principles you are—or have been—angry at.


		For each entity on the list, write down a list of causes and effects.


		Say the Sick Man’s Prayer for each entity on your original list.


		Do a turnaround for each resentment.




	When you’ve written a turnaround for every resentment on your list, you’ve completed the Resentment portion of step four and are ready to move on to Fear in the next chapter.


Step Four – Fear

	We’re now going to take a closer look at the fears we identified in our turnarounds. As the Big Book says, fear is “an evil and corroding thread; the fabric of our existence was shot through with it.”51 My friend Renny points out that when we look at a seam running through a piece of fabric, we only see the thread half the time—when it’s on the top side—but it runs all the way through. Our fears are like that. We may not always be conscious of them, but they’re always there.

	When I was writing my turnarounds, sometimes I struggled with finding the self-seeking or the dishonesty, but I never had any trouble seeing the fear. I’d always known I was a fearful person, even though I tried to make sure no one else knew it, but I wasn’t afraid of snakes or the boogeyman in my closet. My primary fear was failure.

	I was a smart kid. I got good grades. I had supportive parents who told me I could achieve anything I wanted to achieve. They probably had reasonable expectations that I would achieve some of those things, too. I hadn’t been born rich, but I’d been born privileged in many ways, and there wasn’t any reason I couldn’t succeed.

	Except that I was afraid to try. Because if I tried, I might fail, and then what they thought about me—that I could do anything if I put my mind to it—would be proven wrong. If I tried, they’d know. They’d know I couldn’t. It was better not to try.

	The Big Book says that fear is a thief,52 touching every aspect of our lives, stealing opportunity and joy from us. My friend Mike often shares about how he ended up with a career in automotive repair because he was afraid he wasn’t smart enough for college. He drifted into shop classes because they felt safe.

	My story is much like that. I went to college because it was expected of me, but I picked a safe major at a school where I wouldn’t have any trouble meeting expectations. My career consisted of staying wherever I ended up, because change scared me. I liked getting raises, but I hated getting promotions. Promotions meant higher expectations, more ways to fail.

	I remember listening to a man named Jared speak on the topic of fear at one of my earliest Hyannis format Big Book Step Study meetings. He shared how in all his life, until he did this step work, he’d never tried on a pair of pants before buying them. Fear made him incapable of asking to use the dressing room, so he guessed whether the pants would fit or not and lived with the results.

	I related to that so hard. I was able to try things on, but I wasn’t able to return them. I was forty-something years old, and I’d never returned a single thing. What was I afraid of? That they’d tell me no, I guess, or ask me a question I didn’t know the answer to. Basically, I was afraid to do anything I hadn’t done before, because I might look stupid. I was trapped in a box built of fear.

	I might’ve had more success in my career if it hadn’t been for fear, but more importantly, fear kept me from pursuing the career I was really interested in. All my life, from as early as I can remember, if you’d asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up, I’d have said a writer. Or maybe I wouldn’t have said it, because saying it out loud would be setting myself up for failure. But I’d have thought it.

	Trouble was, I never wrote much of anything. I’d sit on my couch, drink in hand, and dream about what I was going to write tomorrow. I’d come up with the perfect title for my perfect idea and then I’d skip forward—aided by a good buzz—to the part where I was sitting on Oprah’s couch talking about the movie they’d just made out of my best seller.

	Occasionally, I managed to write something short. I’d show it to a friend with the expectation of glowing praise, and when I got a critique instead, I’d throw away what I’d written and go back to searching for that perfect idea that would write itself into the perfect novel. I wanted a guaranteed positive outcome for my effort, and because there were so many aspects of the publishing process I couldn’t control, I neglected my passion and instead pursued a vocation that felt safe and manageable. I channeled my energy into what I felt sure about instead of into what I wanted.

	That had some decent results, I’ll admit. I made a good salary. People said nice things about me that allowed me to hold up my head with pride. But pride is different from satisfaction. Pride makes us cocky and annoying—disparaging to other people, unable to grow. Pride makes us hungry for more compliments. Our work becomes all about what other people are thinking of us rather than the work itself. But the worst outcome of pride is fear. Deep down, I suspected I didn’t deserve the compliments I’d worked so hard to get.

	Not everyone describes their primary fear as a fear of failure. Many of us say “fear of what people think of me” or “fear that I’m not good enough” or “fear of looking stupid” or “fear of the unknown.” My friend Mark says he was afraid of not being enough. However you describe it, it amounts to the same thing. We’ve been relying on ourselves, and we’re just not that powerful. Through doing this work, Mark says he’s come to realize—and accept—that he’s not enough. He’s just a human being doing the best he can. He’s not God.

	I’ll never be the best at anything. I’ll never be the worst, either. There are more than seven billion people in the world. All this time, I’ve been worrying about whether I was #3,999,999,996 or #3,999,999,997 when my only job is to do what I think my higher power would have me do to the best of my ability and let God take it from there. I’m responsible for the effort, God’s responsible for the result.

	My efforts may be inspirational, or they may be comic relief. Let’s say I walk into a meeting and trip over my own feet, spilling coffee on myself and the floor. Horribly embarrassing, right? My mind tells me that no one who saw that will ever respect me or like me. I should probably just leave.

	But maybe my moment of embarrassment had a purpose. Maybe there’s a newcomer in the room who feels less like everyone’s staring at them now. Maybe someone will come over to ask if I’m okay and a lifetime friendship will be formed. Maybe two other people will form a friendship through some shared giggling at my expense. Maybe my graceful acceptance of my clumsy entrance will be a touchstone for someone in a similar situation in the future.

	I may never know what the purpose for my attention-grabbing entrance was, but I don’t have to. If I’m in that room to do God’s will, then I’m in the right place. Whatever happens is the right thing to happen. And I don’t need to worry about what anyone else is thinking of me, because only God gets to judge me, and God knows I’m doing the best I can.

	It’s the same with my writing. I write things down, doing the best I can. Whether they sell a little or a lot, whether they inspire or entertain or convince someone to drop their e-reader and pick up a pen because they think they can do better—it doesn’t matter. Thanks to this process and to the presence of a higher power in my life, I’m writing. I’m doing the thing I’ve always dreamed of doing. I couldn’t have received a greater gift.

	That doesn’t mean everything I do is met with what I’d label success (if it were up to me to label success). But when I’m doing what I think my higher power would have me do, my world expands rather than contracts. I say yes to new experiences, I try new things. Some of it goes well and some doesn’t, but I’m okay either way.

	Bad things happen. People die. We get injured and sick. We get laid off and left behind. There are a couple of quotes, both about rain, that sum this up for me. Henry Wadsworth Longfellow said, “Into each life some rain must fall.” There’s just no getting around it. And the Bible tells us that God “sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous”53 alike. In other words, just because we have a working relationship with a higher power doesn’t mean nothing bad will ever happen to us. I wish.

	But it does mean that when the rain inevitably falls, it’s falling because it was meant to fall. I don’t have to fight it or change it. Someday the sun will come out again. In the meantime, I can still be safe and whole in my higher power’s arms, regardless of how broken life around me may seem.

	Here’s another quote I love: “A ship in harbor is safe—but that is not what ships are built for.”54 When I go with God, the outcome might not be guaranteed, but at least I have the courage to leave the harbor. I once thought people who relied on God were weak, but faith is a source of courage. It’s through faith that I’m able to be brave.

	Making a list

	Go through your turnarounds and pull all the fears from them. If the same fear appears twice (or a thousand times), you only have to write it down once. You’re also allowed to group fears that are essentially the same even if they’re worded differently.

	For example, “fear that the girls at school are laughing at me” and “fear that my boss likes my co-workers better than me” can be consolidated into “fear that people don’t like me.” If you’re not sure whether two fears are the same or different, just go ahead and list them both. It never hurts to do more work.

	Once you’ve extracted all the fears from your turnarounds, add any that didn’t make it into your turnarounds, like fear of snakes or fear of heights.

	Turning your fears around

	Next, the Big Book tells us to ask ourselves why we had these fears. I was a little confused by this instruction at first. I thought I needed to psychoanalyze myself, to look back through my life and figure out what had been done to me that caused me to turn out this way. But it’s not as tricky as all that. In fact, the Big Book gives us the answer to why we had these fears right in the text. It’s because we were relying on our finite selves instead of on infinite God.55

	My friend Sara once said, “I don’t want to rely on an infinite source. I want to rely on a spreadsheet.” I had to laugh, because I’m a spreadsheet geek too. If I can get it all down on paper and organized, then I can control it, categorize it, judge it, and feel safe around it.

	Up to this point, you’ve been depending on yourself to control and manage your life. How has that worked out? How has it fed into your fear and made your life worse instead of better? For each fear on your list, write a few sentences about how self-reliance has failed you.

	Beneath that, write a few sentences about what it be would be like if you trusted and relied on your higher power instead. What could you risk if you weren’t afraid of the outcome? Who would you be if it didn’t matter what people thought of you?

	Finally, say the Fear Prayer to ask God to remove that fear. The Fear Prayer is short and simple: “Remove this fear and direct my attention to what You would have me be.”56

	Do the above for each fear on your list.

	Examples

	Fear I’m not attractive

	When I’m relying on myself, I spend a lot of time working on my appearance and still don’t feel confident. I date people who express interest in me, even if I’m not interested in them, because I don’t think I deserve better. I avoid making friends with women prettier than I am because I see them as competition.

	If I relied on my higher power, I’d know I’m good enough exactly the way I am. I’d have the confidence to form relationships based on whether or not I enjoy someone’s company, not on how attractive they are or how attractive they think I am.

	Fear that someone’s taking advantage of me

	When I’m relying on myself, I’m suspicious of everyone. I evaluate what they say and do to figure out their intentions. I try to manipulate the situation to make sure I come out on top.

	If I relied on my higher power, I might accept a lesser share knowing I’m safe in God’s abundance. I’d be happy instead of “right” and cherish relationships over things/money. I’d trust that my higher power will give me what I need.

	Fear that I’ll be alone (no romantic partner)

	When I’m relying on myself, I do everything possible to be in a relationship and end up in bad relationships that aren’t right for me or for the other person.

	If I relied on my higher power, I’d know I’m never alone. I’d cherish and put effort into all my relationships, not just the romantic ones. I wouldn’t turn my significant other into my source of ease and comfort.

	Outgrowing fear

	The Big Book tells us that after saying the Fear Prayer, we “commence to outgrow fear.”57 Commence means start, of course, which means our fears don’t evaporate in a single instant. But the more we work this step—by trusting and relying on God—the less afraid we’ll be. My friend Mark says that if he’s feeling ten percent afraid then he’s only ninety percent relying on God.

	Other people—significant others, parents, religious leaders, sponsors, even celebrities—are tempting places for us to put our reliance, but we would do better to turn to our infinite source, as nebulous and distant as it may seem, because that source is the only one that can meet all our needs.

	How to do this step


		Make a list of your fears found in the turnarounds for your resentments.

		Add any additional fears you can think of.

		For each fear on the list, do a fear turnaround and say the Fear Prayer.



	When you’ve said the prayer for all the fears on your list, you’re ready to move on to the Sex part of step four.

	


Step Four – Sex

	A common joke in Hyannis format meetings is that we do the fear inventory before the sex inventory because we need to overcome fear before we can take a close look at sex.

	Don’t be scared! Remember, this is between you and your higher power (and whoever hears your fifth step, but that comes later). There are no wrong answers. The sex inventory is definitely not about kink-shaming or slut-shaming. In fact, the authors of the Big Book specifically said they didn’t want to be “the arbiters of anyone’s sex conduct.”58 As they point out, we all have sex troubles.

	So as we discuss sex conduct in the following pages, please remember that it’s not my place (or anyone else’s) to decide which partners or sex acts (or lack of partners and sex acts) are right for you. Each of us gets to determine that for ourselves. And we aren’t basing our choices off a Cosmopolitan quiz or what some kid whispered in the cafeteria when we were thirteen either. We’re going to use this simple test: “Is it selfish or not?”59

	Is your sex life a joyous expression of mutual respect and love or a selfish, self-seeking, dishonest, fear-based attempt to find a source of ease and comfort? If your answer is “um, it’s almost always that second thing,” then you’re like me. Whether I was in a committed relationship or not, sex was so fraught with fear and selfishness that I was rarely able to enjoy the act itself.

	The Big Book was written back in 1939, but I guess even then people spent a lot of time worrying about their sex lives. If only those original authors could see us now. We’re bombarded with both the message that sex is everything and the message that sex is shameful. We worry that other people are having too much sex or that we aren’t having enough. We worry about whether the sex we are having is good enough or frequent enough or if it’s with the right person.

	People raised as female are expected to be sexually appealing while refraining from actually having sex except under specific circumstances, while people raised as male are looked down on if they’re not chasing after sex on a near-constant basis. And all of us, as we grow older, are encouraged to find a mate who will be our everything—our higher power and our source of ease and comfort. It’s no wonder the Big Book identifies sex as one of the three manifestations of self.

	Making a list

	You knew we were going to start with a list, didn’t you? This is a simple list—one name per line of everyone you’ve engaged with sexually. “Engaged with sexually” could mean anything from fantasizing to sexting to non-penetrative sex acts to good, old penis-in-vagina. And please use “everyone” liberally. If you’ve engaged in sexual behavior with a non-human living creature, include it. Thoroughness and honestly are all that matter. Don’t forget to put yourself on your list, too.

	You don’t need to include rape or child abuse if they were wholly non-consensual acts, because those aren’t acts of sex, but if there was semi-consensual behavior (e.g. you were drunk or underage and therefore not legally able to consent but were participating voluntarily at the time), please list it. This isn’t victim blaming. It’s cleaning.

	Answering the nine questions

	The Big Book has nine questions for us to ask about each of these sexual relationships:


	Where had we been selfish?

	Dishonest?

	Inconsiderate?

	Whom had we hurt?

	Did we unjustifiably arouse jealousy?

	Suspicion?

	Bitterness?

	Where were we at fault?

	What should we have done instead?60



	Unlike with the turnarounds, you might not have an answer for all of these questions for every person on your list. Also, you’ll notice there’s some overlap between the questions, so answer where appropriate and skip the ones that would be duplicates or don’t have an answer. You should always be able to answer 1, 2, 4, and 9.

	Selfish, Dishonest and Inconsiderate

	Some people are obviously selfish and dishonest sexually. They only care about getting themselves off, paying no attention to their partner’s needs. They lie in order to get laid. They makes promises they don’t keep. But for some of us, answering these questions may be trickier. We think that if our partner had an orgasm, then we weren’t being selfish, especially if we were only having sex for their sake in the first place. “I didn’t even want to do it,” we say. “How could that be selfish?”

	I’m a person who had a lot of sex she didn’t want to have. Sometimes my lack of interest was apparent, in which case I was being inconsiderate. Other times, I did a better job of faking it, in which case I was being dishonest. Either way, I was being selfish. Why was I having sex if I didn’t want to? Because I wanted something in return.

	I never engaged in sex work, but sex workers are at least honest about what they’re offering in exchange for what it’ll cost. I wasn’t so upfront when I wheedled and manipulated, when I traded sex acts for security and validation. I wanted something out of sex, and it usually wasn’t the sex itself.

	How about a person who makes a bigger deal out of their partner’s orgasm than their own? “I always made sure she came first,” my friend Eric says. “In fact, I insisted on it.” Isn’t that the opposite of selfish? I suppose it could be, but Eric now sees how it was also controlling and ego-based—more about what he could give, regardless of whether or not his partner wanted to receive it, so that he could think of himself as a great lover.

	I was so concerned about my partner’s pleasure that if he experienced any erectile dysfunction, I threw an absolute fit. His lack of erection meant I was a failure. He must not love me or find me attractive. Maybe he was cheating on me. How could he do this to me? Way to make his pleasure all about me and give him a complex besides.

	Meanwhile, with all my attention on making sure my partner thought I was the world’s greatest lover, I had no attention left for enjoying my own self. If I told my partner what I needed sexually, he might not like me. He’d think I wasn’t as “hot” as those girls in the porn videos who moaned and groaned without hardly being touched. So I put a lot of mental energy into how I looked and sounded and very little energy into forming a compatible sexual relationship.

	If I’d worked on the latter, I might not have lost interest in sex once the shine wore off the relationship. All that “selfless” concentrating on being the perfect sex partner resulted in my selfishly not wanting to have sex at all.

	There are plenty of other ways we’re selfish, dishonest and inconsiderate in our sexual and romantic relationships: by being critical, dictatorial, or capricious; by stringing people along or going back and forth; by stalking or propositioning someone who isn’t interested; by exerting power or position to force more intimacy than the other person wants. And that’s only a partial list.

	Who were we hurting?

	Frequently we find that our sex conduct hurt our sex partners, but they’re not the only ones we hurt. When we cheat, we hurt our significant other and our children as well as our affair partner’s significant other and children. Even if no one knows what’s going on, we’re stealing attention and affection from their rightful recipients.

	When we break someone’s heart, they turn to friends and family for solace. They may neglect their work or other responsibilities. When we cause drama in public, we spoil everyone’s good time. When we cause drama in our friend group, we damage relationships as people take sides. When we get involved with co-workers, we impact business relationships and cheat our employers of our attention during business hours. When we have children we can’t care for, we put a burden on our parents or the child welfare system. We definitely harm the children we aren’t equipped to care for.

	We may also harm our children by exposing them to a merry-go-round of temporary partners or to stepparents who are unkind to them. Our focus on a sexual relationship may be so obsessive that it takes time and attention away from other people who need it.

	Lastly, importantly, we frequently hurt ourselves—by being in relationships that are harmful to us, by engaging in sex acts that don’t make us feel good about ourselves, by putting ourselves at risk for disease or injury.

	Jealousy, suspicion and bitterness

	I was a jealousy machine. I liked it when my significant other was jealous because it meant he must really, really love me. I was the center of attention, reveling in the fact that not just one, but two people wanted me—wanted me enough to get angry over it. So whenever I perceived that someone else might be interested in me, I made sure to let my partner know it, all the while insisting there was nothing going on. Usually there really wasn’t anything going on, but I enjoyed the jealousy I aroused.

	I didn’t like being on the other side of the jealousy equation as much, but I made the most out of that too. I took every opportunity to fight other women—whether over my man or theirs—fomenting suspicion in myself and others by making everything into an intrigue.

	I got involved in other people’s relationship drama too, revving up suspicion in relationships that weren’t even mine. And I wondered why I didn’t have friends.

	What should we have done instead?

	Looking back over my relationships, it seems the best thing I could’ve done was not be in them. I didn’t even start most of them intentionally. They started with drunken sex or a quick look around to see who could fill the boyfriend role so I wouldn’t feel pathetic and alone. They definitely didn’t start with the intention of forming a mutually beneficial partnership. More like a quid pro quo.

	Even in those few relationships where I was honestly engaged with someone I loved and respected, there was still plenty of room for improvement. What I should’ve done instead was acted more like a loving partner and less like the center of the universe about whom all things must resolve. I should’ve spent more time thinking about what I could add to my partner’s life instead of trying to get him to fix mine. I should’ve been more honest and less manipulative, especially sexually.

	Sex ideal

	After you’ve finished answering the nine questions for each person on your list, there’s one more task to complete: form your sex ideal. Going forward, you’ll refer to this ideal when making decisions about when and how and with whom to get involved.

	Write down what you’d like your intimate relationship(s) to be like in the future. This sex ideal is for your own reference and can take any form you like.

	Using your sex ideal while dating

	I did more “auditioning” than “dating.” Every guy I met got a quick evaluation: was he a candidate or not? Once a target had been acquired, I began a campaign—flirting, luring, generally making sure he knew I was interested and assessing whether or not he was interested back. If he was, I pulled the trigger by having sex with him, and then—voila—we were “dating.”

	Was this guy someone I actually wanted to be in a relationship with? ¯‍‍\‍‍_‍‍(‍‍ツ‍‍)‍‍_‍‍/‍‍¯ I barely knew him. I’d had a boyfriend role available, and he’d been cast in it. It might turn out that he wasn’t a very good actor or that he didn’t want to be in my play, but it was too late now.

	Remember the ex I had a hundred and four resentments against? When I did the turnarounds on those resentments, I saw that I was afraid of being alone. I was afraid that if I didn’t have a romantic partner, then I was nobody—that I was ugly and unlovable and everyone would know it. Those fears kept me trapped in a relationship that wasn’t right for me.

	There’s a line in the Big Book about finding sponsees that makes me laugh, because I can’t help applying it to my dating career. It says, “You are sure to find someone desperate enough to accept with eagerness what you have to offer.”61 If I’m approaching dating with desperation, I’m not approaching it with my higher power.

	I haven’t done any dating since forming my sex ideal, because I was already in a relationship (and I’m still in the same one, thanks to these steps), but I’m fortunate to hear my friends share at meetings about using these principles in their dating lives. They tell me that thinking about their sex ideal helps them prevent that too-quick jump into a relationship with someone they barely know out of fear of being alone.

	Evaluate the people you’re dating against the ideal you wrote. Is this person right for you or just “good enough”? Is this the kind of relationship you were looking for, or are there warning signs you’re glossing over in a rush to feel settled and secure?

	Now ask yourself if you’re meeting your own half of your ideal. Are you thinking about the other person’s needs, or are you trying to get a notch in your belt? Are you presenting your true self, or are you faking it in hopes of reeling someone in before they figure out what’s wrong with you? Are you being selfish or not?

	Using your sex ideal within a relationship

	Sex with a new partner is exciting, but once we’re secure in a relationship, we don’t always make time for it. You might be the person with too many other things to do, or you might be vigorously shaking your head right now, thinking about how much more sex you wish you were having and how your partner isn’t giving it to you.

	Whether you’re the one saying yes more often than you’d like or the one hearing no more often than you’d like, mismatched libidos are a common cause of resentment in an ongoing relationship. Which is why we need to refer to our sex ideal even if we’re only having sex with one person. How can we be more helpful to our partner? How can we be less selfish? The answer may be to make more time for sex, or it may be to make more time for helping with the household chores. But remember the question is always what can I do for my partner, not what can my partner do for me.

	Another way sex in an ongoing relationship can be troublesome is when we get a hankering to have it with someone else. Our minds tell us that newer is better, that the next one will be different from the last one. Whether we’re chasing a hot body or just the thrill that comes from receiving attention, we gawk, we flirt, we preen and tease, we push the line of what cheating entails.62

	When we’re looking outside our relationship for ease and comfort, the problem isn’t that our significant other isn’t filling our needs. The problem is that we’re not looking to our higher power to fill them. All people have bad days and sour moods, annoying habits and selfish behaviors. No one will ever be able to convince us that we’re good enough or that we’re safe. Only God can remove our fear.

	Though we chase sex as a source of ease and comfort, the truth is that our intimate relationships are just as often a source of resentment and fear. Working these steps will help us turn to our partners with the right motives and to ignore the lying voice that says another person is the key to our happiness. Happiness comes from our higher power. Our partner is a person we can be of service to.

	Sex Prayer

	“We earnestly pray for the right ideal,” the Big Book tell us, “for guidance in each questionable situation, for sanity, and for the strength to do the right thing.”63 That’s the Sex Prayer. It’s a good one to say before the clothes come off, as my friend Mark jokes. Invite your higher power into the bedroom with you, and remember that these steps aren’t here to judge your sex life—only to make it more honest and less selfish.

	Sex and love are an easy fallback source of ease and comfort, but as many unfortunate AA members have found, sexual misbehavior inevitably leads to full relapse. Which means we need to live up to our sex ideal. But how?

	The Big Book recommends that if we’re having trouble with sex, we “throw ourselves the harder into working with others,”64 meaning step twelve. The more we think of others, the less we’ll be tempted to engage in selfish behaviors.

	How to do this step

	
	Make a list of everyone with whom you’ve had a sexual or romantic relationship, even if it was only in your own mind.

	Answer the nine questions for each person on your list.

		Write a sex ideal for your own future use and say the Sex Prayer before entering into any sexual activity.



	Finishing Step Four

	Congratulations! You’ve finished your fourth step. This step is a lot of introspection and a lot of work, but it’s not the end. You should have three inventories: resentments, fear, and sex. Now it’s time to share those inventories in step five.


Step Five

	Step five says: Admitted to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs.65

	You just spent a lot of time in step four admitting to your wrongs, and God already knew about them. So obviously the crux of this step is adding in another person. It would be great if we could do without that other person, wouldn’t it? Maybe burn the inventory we just made—offer it up as a sacrifice and then forget the whole thing. Unfortunately, as the Big Book says, “a solitary self appraisal isn’t sufficient.”66

	There are two reasons for that. One is that we’ve been blinded to our selfishness and dishonesty for a great many years. The truth isn’t going to suddenly reveal itself to us in all its full glory in every instance, even when we ask God to show it to us. Getting another, less-biased point of view will help us recognize the exact nature of our wrongs.

	The other reason we need a second person has to do with the word “admit.” In AA, the fifth step is associated with the concept of humility. Humility is defined as a modest view of one’s own importance, but instead of using the word modest, let’s use the word honest, because if we’re being honest, our importance is pretty modest. We’re each just a single person, worth no more than any other person, ranking somewhere around three and a half million out of seven million on every scale.

	But just as we’re not worth more than anyone else, we’re also not worth less than anyone else, which is why I like the word honest better than the word modest. When we make ourselves out to be the very worst, it’s actually another way of inflating our own importance. If I can’t be the best, I’ll be the worst. Then you’ll feel sorry for me or hate me or anything except treat me like I’m the same as everyone else, because I’m not!

	I am.

	And so are you.

	And in the fifth step, we’re going to learn that despite all the wrong that’s been done to us and all the wrong we’ve done to others, despite everything we’re afraid of and all the sex we have or haven’t had, we’re no different from anyone else.

	Choose someone to hear your fifth step

	The first thing you need to do is choose someone to hear your fifth step. For those of us lucky enough to be alcoholics with a Hyannis format Big Book Step Study meeting near us, this is a fairly easy process. Most of us are going to choose our sponsor—the person who’s been guiding us through these twelve steps all along. But if you don’t have a sponsor, where are you going to find one?

	Back when the Big Book was written, there weren’t AA meetings everywhere. In fact, that’s why the Big Book was written: it was meant to be a self-help book. So it advises us on how to select someone to hear our fifth step without assuming we have a willing and qualified sponsor on hand.

	Let’s look at the qualities recommended:

	Someone who’s not affected

	The person who’ll hear our fifth step shouldn’t feature prominently in our fourth step. It would be hurtful to them and unlikely to result in the impartial feedback we’re looking for. That rules out significant others and close family and friends.

	Someone who understands what we’re doing

	We’re not looking for a sympathetic ear. We’ve spent our whole lives griping to our family members, friends, and significant others about our troubles. In Hyannis format meetings, we call that campaigning. Campaigning is when I explain my resentment to someone else with the goal of having them agree with me.

	I used to tell my friends about my arguments with my boyfriend, detailing his sins and getting back their assurances that it was all his fault. My friends were kind and supportive, rarely calling me out on my own problematic behavior. So why did I walk away feeling worse instead of better? Probably because my own behavior was the only part I could change, and since nothing changed, I remained resentful. I was right but not happy.

	That’s why it’s important that whoever hears our fifth step understands how this process works. They’ll be playing the role of our conscience, the audible voice of our own higher power, helping us to tease out our selfishness, dishonesty, self-seeking and fear in greater detail. They’ll be there to help us remove what’s blocking us from God, not to be a cheerleader or enabler.

	Someone who’s had a spiritual awakening

	My sponsor was nothing like me. I’ve never been married and have no children. She had five. She came from a blue collar background, whereas I come from a family of intellectual snobs. She was the type who joined a gym but never went. I ran marathons. We were on opposite sides of the political divide. Conventional AA wisdom says to pick a sponsor who “has what you want.” I didn’t want to become my sponsor. How could someone so different from me help me?

	One of the most important things I learned from doing my fifth step—and which is confirmed every time I hear a fifth step—is that we’re all tremendously alike. Our fears may manifest in different ways, but they’re the same fears. It’s the natural human condition to feel alone and afraid. We have some small group of “us” and all the rest of the world is “them.” That’s a terrifying position to be in. There are so many more “them” than “us.” As we do this work, we learn that we’re all “us.”

	My sponsor and I laughed and cried together over the resentments we shared, the dishonesties and fears that ruled our minds, all the ways in which we’d self-sought, and the selfishness that drove us to those actions. Where it counted, we had plenty in common, and it turned out she did have what I wanted: a spiritual awakening.

	The end goal of this process is for you to develop a working relationship with a higher power, which isn’t going to be your sponsor. It’s not even going to be your sponsor’s higher power. Nevertheless, you do want someone who lives by spiritual principles—who has something to transmit.

	Someone who can keep a confidence

	There were probably some things you wrote down on your fourth step that you’ve never told anyone before—at least not honestly. You’ll be telling them to whoever hears your fifth step, which means you need to have the utmost confidence in their confidentiality.

	Look for someone not connected to your immediate circle, if at all possible, and who’s not known to gossip. It’s important that you share everything on your fifth step honestly, not holding anything back, so choose someone you can be that honest with.

	So who then?

	Ideally, the person who hears your fifth step has been through this process and is currently working the tenth, eleventh, and twelfth steps on a regular basis. Only a person who’s done turnarounds on their own resentments can fully understand how these turnarounds work. But if you don’t have any Hyannis format meetings near you, how are you to proceed?

	Some Hyannis format meetings are conducted by phone, making them accessible from anywhere in the world (phone charges may apply).67 If you call into one of these meetings and explain your situation, you may find a sponsor willing to work with you, even if your dis-ease doesn’t exactly match theirs. Fifth steps can be done via video or phone where face-to-face isn’t an option.

	You could consider trading fifth steps with someone who’s in the same position you are, though care must be taken to ensure that the atmosphere remains one of loving kindness, not one-upmanship or retaliation. Someone who’s on their fifth step is going to be an imperfect channel to God, but if you approach this with a spirit of cooperation and loving-tolerance, I think you can make it work. That said, don’t continue on with someone who’s making you feel either judged or sorry for yourself or who’s giving you advice that can’t be found in the Big Book.

	Another option is a religious leader or a therapist. Many therapists are members of twelve step groups themselves.

	If the person you choose isn’t familiar with the Hyannis format (even if they’ve heard a fifth step before using a different method), ask them to read the chapters on steps four and five and Appendix II: How to Hear a Fifth Step to ensure they’re on the right page.

	Whoever your sponsor is, you’ll end up resentful against them at some point. Intimate relationships foment resentment, and resentment breaks intimate relationships. Add your sponsor to your list and do the turnarounds as needed so that you don’t stop working on your fifth step due to resentment. No matter how angry you may be at your sponsor, quitting this work will hurt you, not them.

	Be prepared for a long talk

	You spent a long time writing your fourth step, and it’ll take a long time to work through your fifth, because we’re going to do more than just read out what we wrote as fast as we can to someone who nods along.

	As we go through this process, we grow in understanding and effectiveness.68 Compare the turnarounds at the end of your inventory to the ones at the beginning. They’re better, I hope. This is one of the benefits of our quantity-over-quality approach: it takes quantity to be capable of quality.

	Consider a first grader carefully printing wobbly letters an inch high. Do we tell them they only need to write each letter once? Of course not. We encourage them to write the alphabet over and over, knowing their technique will improve through repetition. Our early attempts at any task are both laughable and necessary. Without stumbling, we’d never learn to walk.

	So we’re going to revisit every turnaround on our list with the improved understanding and greater ability to access the power of God that we’ve developed while working on our fourth step. And that’s going to take some time.

	Some people do marathon sessions. Others find long sessions too draining and limit themselves to a couple of hours at a time. Either way, it’ll take more than one meeting. So if you’re planning to work with a clergyperson or a paid professional, be sure they understand the commitment involved. After spending all that time writing your inventory, don’t shortchange yourself by rushing through step five.

	Adding to your inventory

	You’ve been accumulating resentments your whole life. They won’t stop popping up now. Later, you’ll learn to do a tenth step when a new resentment crops up, but you’re not on step ten yet, so for now you’ll use the tool you have, which is the fourth step.

	When you feel a new resentment forming, add it to your inventory. Say the Sick Man’s prayer and do the turnaround on it. We may be reluctant to do this because now that we know how long this whole process is, the last thing we want to do is make it longer. But stuffing resentments instead of working through them is how we got into this mess to begin with.

	When I was on step four, I was working on my inventory every day. That meant that every day was a day in which I was trying to do God’s will for me. Remember that promise back in the third step that says God will give us what we need if we’re doing God’s work? That promise was in effect for me while I was writing my fourth step. I won’t say I was a perfect example of peace and ease, but I wasn’t drinking, and I felt like I was moving in the right direction.

	Step five was another matter. It required coordination with my sponsor, who was a busy woman with five children trying to run her own business. I had scheduling conflicts too. They were more selfish than hers, but I thought they were important. Between the two of us, we weren’t managing to get together very often. The result was that I started to backslide. My dis‍-‍ease was getting the better of me.

	It all came to a head one day at a train station in Barcelona when I had a meltdown in front of my mother and a bunch of strangers. All the “restless, irritable and discontent” that was my natural, untreated state boiled up out of me. Far from my support system, without any way to communicate with a god I didn’t yet believe in, I was very close to relapse.

	I see now that I was failing to make a daily practice of doing my step work. When I’d been writing out my resentments and doing the turnarounds for them, including saying the Sick Man’s Prayer and the Third Step Prayer, I’d been getting some relief. Without that daily relief, I couldn’t handle the reality of being me.

	Even though it wasn’t possible to get together with my sponsor every day, I could’ve been reviewing my inventory and adding to it where needed every day. After that meltdown in Spain, I got out my inventory and did a major catch-up on all the resentments that had piled up since I’d finished it.

	Having had such a close call myself, I always warn my sponsees not to walk away from their fourth step just because they’re on step five. Adding to your inventory on a daily basis will not only keep you close to your higher power, it’ll position you to make a good habit of step ten when you get there.

	Keep moving

	That scare in Spain made me question this whole process. Doing my steps was supposed to be making me healthier, but was it? The weird thing about being on my fifth step was that I had all this insight into my problems, but I still didn’t have a solution to them. In some ways, that made my problems seem larger.

	Whereas before I’d been ignorant of the depths of my selfishness and dishonesty, I now had an uncomfortable awareness of it. I would be in a situation knowing I was acting out of selfishness or fear, that I was on the verge of self-seeking or in the actual process of self-seeking, and be unable to stop myself from doing it. I could identify my defects of character, I could write them down on paper, but I couldn’t change them. The result was that I felt sick—sick and hopeless.

	I’d had friends warn me this method of doing the steps was overkill, that dredging up my past in such detail was likely to make me sicker, and I began to wonder if they were right. I came very close to quitting, until I remembered the commitment I’d made back in step three. I’d agreed to finish my step work, and I hadn’t finished yet.

	Step five is not yet the solution. When we’re on five, we’re still determining the exact nature of our troubles. We’ve shoveled the garbage out from under the carpet, but it’s sitting in the front yard where we can see it and smell it plainer than ever.

	I liken it to taking a road trip from New England to the Grand Canyon. I’ve heard the Grand Canyon is stunningly scenic, but as I’m driving along, all I see are wheat fields and flat highways. Somewhere in the middle of the country, I start wondering if I’ve been lied to. But I’m not there yet. I have to get all the way to the Grand Canyon before I can see it.

	Similarly, the Big Book doesn’t promise ease and comfort on step five. The Ninth Step Promises are in step nine. So keep moving.

	How to do this step

	Bring your inventory and meet the person who’ll hear your fifth step (who I’m going to call your sponsor) to a place that’s private and quiet. I’ve spent a lot of time doing this work in my car.

	Join hands with your sponsor and say the Third Step Prayer together to invite God into your working session. Then open your notebook and go to it. Read the first resentment and the turnaround for it. Ask yourself (and God) if there’s more to see, bearing in mind how much more you know now than you did when you started step four. Ask your sponsor if there’s anything else they see.

	Some sponsors listen quietly to most of the turnarounds, injecting only rarely. Other sponsors have a little something to suggest for almost every resentment. Some may offer up their thoughts in the form of leading questions (“Is it possible that…?”) and others may just tell you there’s more to see and refuse to give any hints as to what the more is.

	You may be frustrated by how slowly you’re moving when your sponsor refuses to explain what they’re looking for. You may feel like you’re being told you did your step work wrong when your sponsor offers insights. You may wonder why you’re bothering if your sponsor just listens silently. You may feel all these things in the space of a single session! But regardless of what kind of sponsor you end up with—silent or Socratic—be assured that we all get the sponsor we need.

	Finishing step five

	You may not be able to complete your fifth step with the same sponsor you started with. Many people end up having to switch sponsors for various reasons (sponsor’s availability, geographic location). That doesn’t invalidate your work, and you don’t have to start over from the beginning. Just find a new sponsor and continue on. This is about you and your higher power, not your sponsor.

	The day will come when you’ve shared the last of your turnarounds, though you may not have believed it would ever happen. You’ll then go through your fear and sex inventories (which doesn’t usually take as long), and then you’re done. Phew.

	As soon as possible after finishing, go to a quiet place and spend an hour alone reviewing the work you’ve done so far. If during that hour you think of something that was left off your inventory, make a note of it. When you’ve finished your review, call your sponsor and cover anything you forgot. Sometimes we’re tempted to hold back the worst of our “sins.” We dance around the edges of what we did, perhaps telling ourselves it’s not relevant or that we already know what we did so it doesn’t need to be discussed.

	We have a saying in AA: you’re only as sick as your secrets. What we keep back will haunt us. If you’ve done the incredible amount of work it takes to get to the end of five, take a deep breath, ask God for help, and call your sponsor to confess that last thing you’re holding onto.

	At the beginning of our fourth step, we noted that nothing counts but thoroughness and honesty. Take this hour to ensure you’ve met that requirement. Have you been thorough? Have you been honest? 


Steps Six & Seven

	Defects of characters

	Once you’ve finished step five and have taken that hour to review your work, you’re on to step six. Step six says: Were entirely ready to have God remove our defects of character.69

	What are our defects of character? Well, your loved ones could probably make a list for you. Or you could flip back to the resentments you had against yourself and find a list there. Or you could turn to the seven deadly sins, which we’re all guilty of to some extent. Pride, gluttony, laziness, bad temper, nail biting, being late, leaving your socks on the floor—human failings range from the petty and mundane to the incomprehensible and tragic. Which of these go on the list of things we’re asking God to remove?

	Actually, that list is very short, and you’re already intimately familiar with it. You are: selfish, dishonest, self-seeking and afraid. That’s it! All of us are all of those things, which is why we just spent months detailing how those defects of character have been hurting both us and the people around us. We might like to think we have a unique list of bad traits, but we don’t. Our list is as short and as long as everyone else’s.

	“But what about….?” you ask, thinking about those socks on the floor or your habit of gossiping.

	All human failings are comprised of these four defects of character. For instance, leaving your socks on the floor is selfish (assuming it’s bothering someone else) and probably driven by a fear of effort. It may also be self-seeking if you’re enjoying the fact that it’s bothering someone else.

	Gossip is certainly self-seeking. Why do we engage in gossip? To put others down so we look better, to form an “us” relationship with the person we’re gossiping with, placing the person we’re gossiping about firmly on the “them” side of the fence, thus assuaging our fear that no one likes us.

	Whatever your failings, they’re comprised of some combination of those four defects of character. We’re driven by selfish fear, which causes us to act out in dishonest, self-seeking ways.

	On the other hand, some of the things we beat ourselves up for aren’t failings at all. If you live alone, you can leave your socks wherever you want. God doesn’t care about your socks. I hope you learned during five that it’s okay for people to be who they are. That includes you. If you’re not being selfish or dishonest, if you’re not self-seeking out of fear, then go ahead and be you without worrying about what other people think of that.

	How will you know what needs to change and what doesn’t? Fortunately, we don’t need to figure that out. We just keep working the steps and let God work on our defects of character. I learned during step five that I didn’t have any more power over my defects of character than I had over my dis-ease. If my defects were going to be removed, my higher power would have to do it.

	Being ready

	If you’ve made a thorough inventory, you have a solid list of ways in which your defects of character have hurt you and the people around you. As the Big Book says, “We have begun to comprehend their futility and their fatality. We have commenced to see their terrible destructiveness.”70 So we should be more than ready to have God remove them. Eager, even. But it’s not always that easy. We’ve been running on selfishness and fear our whole lives. We don’t know any other way to live.

	What would it be like to live without selfishness? Would I be called on to move to India to help the lepers? To give away all my money? To shave my head and live on top of a mountain? Would I even recognize myself? It felt like my personality was comprised of nothing but fear and resentment. Who would I be without those things?

	It says in step two that if we keep working these steps, “the consciousness of your belief is sure to come to you.”71 It was while I was contemplating step six that the consciousness of my belief came to me. I was nervous about what would happen if God removed my defects of character because I believed in God. And not just any old god. I believe in one who would solve my problem.

	But I still wasn’t sure I wanted God to solve my problem. That’s how deep self-will ran in me. I had a detailed inventory of the harm my defects of character had done and a belief in a power greater than myself who would remove those defects, and I still wasn’t sure I wanted to put those two things together.

	The (very brief) instructions for steps six and seven in the Big Book tell us that if we’re not willing, then we should pray for willingness. That sounded like the most ridiculous thing I’d ever heard. Hey God, make me willing to do this thing I’m not willing to do. But by the time I was on step six, I’d been following the instructions in the book for a while, so I followed that one too. I asked God to make me willing.

	What came to me was a vivid understanding of where I was at that point in my life versus where I’d been before I started my step work. I was sober. I was dating a man I had genuine respect for and who treated me well. I was doing a job I was good at, and I was working hard at it. The people I worked with liked me. I had a weekly commitment to visit a rehab facility where I helped other alcoholics like me. It’d been a long time since I’d felt suicidal. There was about fifty percent less drama in my life. Not a hundred percent yet, but still.

	All of that had come from God, had come from doing these steps. How could I be afraid of what I would lose if I turned my life over to a higher power when everything good in my life came from my higher power? If God called me to go to India to work with lepers, wouldn’t I be happier and healthier there, with God on my side, than I’d been in my selfish life, alone and afraid?

	Not everyone has a moment of hesitation at step six—or a moment of spiritual awakening either. Don’t worry if your experience is different from mine. Just ask for willingness if you’re struggling with being willing and move on to step seven.

	The Seventh Step Prayer

	Step seven says: Humbly asked Him to remove our shortcomings.72

	Those shortcomings are the same defects of character mentioned in step six. Bill Wilson, the primary author of the Big Book, had a synonym fetish, which can unfortunately lead to confusion when people try to figure out the difference between shortcomings and defects of character. There’s no difference. We’re asking God to remove what we became prepared to have removed in step six, which is what we identified in our inventory in step four and discussed with our sponsor in step five.

	At this point, you’ve shoveled all the garbage out from under the carpet into a big pile on the front lawn. Step seven is where you’ll ask God to cart it away. How do you do that? We’ve got a prayer:

	My Creator, I am now willing that you should have all of me, good and bad. I pray that you now remove from me every single defect of character which stands in the way of my usefulness to you and my fellows. Grant me strength as I go out from here, to do your bidding. Amen.73

	Notice that the prayer says “good and bad.” We aren’t just turning over what we want to be rid of. We’re turning over everything. Whatever God can use, we offer to be used. Whatever stands in the way of that usefulness, we allow to be removed. Most things about us are fine the way they are, even if we’d rather get rid of them—like curly hair or a fondness for cheese puffs. Your higher power isn’t in a hurry to change big chunks of you, just the stuff that’s been standing in the way of your usefulness.

	Back in step six, I was worried that if I took step seven, I’d become a generic shell of a human being, a sort of robot in the army of God. But that’s not what happened. I’m still me. I’m just a me that’s been cleaned and polished and made whole and workable again.

	There were always things I was good at, but I had no good purpose for them. I’m pretty funny, for instance, but before doing this work, I used my sense of humor as a weapon and a shield, as a way to keep people at arm’s length, not to amuse. My performance appraisals often noted that I had difficulty working with others. In fact, I remember one particularly awful review in which my boss asserted strongly that no one liked me.

	I still have the ability to come up with a line that will get a laugh, but it’s been re-purposed from a weapon to a tool. Now my humor is used to diffuse tension, to form a common bond, to keep up morale. My most recent performance appraisal said I effectively use humor to build strong teams. Same character trait, completely different result.

	God knows how to use what previously seemed bad for good. For example, my need for things to be orderly with all the loose ends tied up serves me well at work where it’s an appropriate behavior. And when my drive to control has me overstepping, God helps me rein it back to a level where it’s helpful, not harmful.

	The book Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions discusses how most behaviors can be either “good” or “bad,” depending on the extreme to which they go.74 The key to staying on the right side of the line is in the Seventh Step Prayer: we need to focus on how we can be helpful. We’re “fit[ting] ourselves to be of maximum service to God and the people about us.”75 That’s been our purpose in doing these steps right from the beginning.

	By now you should be pretty familiar with the Third Step Prayer, but let’s take a fresh look at it from the viewpoint of step seven. In it, we ask God to “Relieve me of the bondage of self that I may better do Thy will. Take away my difficulties that victory over them may bear witness to those I would help.” We ask to be relieved from the resentments in which we’ve been trapped (the bondage of self) so we can do God’s will. Not so we can enjoy a series of good happenstances. We ask to have our difficulties removed so we can bear witness to the people we’re going to help. Not so we can live a smooth and easy life.

	When I was on step three, those words didn’t mean a whole lot to me. I was making a commitment I didn’t understand and wasn’t able to hold up my end of. I was sick and desperate and didn’t believe in God, so I only saw the part where I was going get help. But frankly, even if I’d wanted to be of service to other people, I couldn’t have been done it. Blocked as I was from the power of God, I wouldn’t have understood how to be helpful even if I’d wanted to be.

	Saying the Seventh Step Prayer is an affirmation of the promises I made in step three, except now I understand what I’m promising to do and have some ability to fulfill that promise.

	Once or always?

	The steps only call on us to say the Seventh Step Prayer once, right here in step seven, but these prayers are available for us to use whenever we need them, and I use the last lines of this prayer every day. My morning meditation ends with: “Grant me strength as I go out from here to do Your bidding.”

	It’s a reminder that I can only do this work with God’s help, with the power that God gives me. It’s also a reminder that doing God’s bidding is my purpose for that day—not to succeed or to conquer, not to outperform the next person or have every luxury I can dream of. It’s to be of service. To be kind, loving, and tolerant. To be an example of the power of my god. I can only do that if I’m turning to my higher power throughout the day, which we’ll talk about more in step eleven.

	How to do this step

	This is an easy one. Kneel down (if physically possible) and say the Seventh Step Prayer. 


Steps Eight & Nine

	No rest for the weary! After saying the Third Step Prayer, we moved immediately to step four. In the same way, we move immediately to steps eight and nine after saying the Seventh Step Prayer. Don’t indulge yourself with a “break.” Too many people go through a lot of work in steps four and five only to falter immediately prior to the finish line. Get up from saying the Seventh Step Prayer and go straight into making amends.

	Making a list

	But wait! Step eight says: Made a list of all persons we had harmed, and became willing to make amends to them all.76 Sounds like we get to delay on making amends while we write up another list. Unfortunately, when we look at the reading for step eight, we see that it says “We have a list of all persons we have harmed…. We made it when we took inventory.”77

	Damn. So much for stalling.

	But does that mean we have to make amends to every single person on our fourth step? That was what I wanted to know back when I was on step four, and I got told—as I’m going to tell you—that you’ll know who to make amends to when you get to step nine. I’m telling you that because you’re probably reading ahead. Remember, the steps are in order for a reason. If you’re not on step nine, don’t worry about this question yet.

	Now I’ll answer the question for those of you who are actually on step nine: with God’s help, you’ll know who to make amends to.

	Once you’re on step nine, you’re also on steps ten and eleven. (Step ten tells us that “we vigorously commenced this way of living as we cleaned up the past.”78) Using steps ten and eleven, you’ll get your instructions from your higher power, as well as the strength and courage to carry those instructions out. So this is one place where I’m going to tell you to read ahead. When you’ve finished reading this chapter, read steps ten and eleven, and then come back and take a look at your list.

	No, you probably won’t make direct amends to every single person on your fourth step inventory. In some cases, the harm you did was purely to yourself. In other cases, the harm done was so minor and the person in question so far removed from your current life that chasing them down to make amends isn’t God’s best use of your time. When you’re not sure, pray. Ask God and trust that you’ll be shown.

	There are bound to be people on your inventory who did a great deal of harm to you, such that the harm you did to them seems minor in comparison. They go on the list anyway. This isn’t an accounting exercise. We’re not tallying up the harm on each side and making amends only when our harms exceed the other person’s. We’re there to clean up our part in our past.

	There may be people on our inventory we still consider enemies, people we don’t want to apologize to because admitting our wrongdoing would allow them to “win.” It’s important to remember that the one who’s going to win here is you. Don’t allow “enemy” amends to hang over your head. You may be surprised by how they come out, but whether the relationship gets healed or not, you’ll be healed.

	Up to this point, you’ve been relying on yourself and your sponsor to get you through this work, but it’s time to start relying on God. Allow your list to be refined by your higher power. As with this entire process, you’ll learn best by doing. So get going.

	Avoiding injury

	As we make our amends, we’ll want to keep in mind who we’re doing this for. So who is that? On the one hand, we’re doing this for ourselves, so that we can lead happy, productive lives free from our dis-ease. On the other hand, we’re making amends to people we’ve harmed because we harmed them. We can’t lose sight of that.

	Step nine says: Made direct amends to such people wherever possible, except when to do so would injure them or others.79

	Notice that it doesn’t say anything about avoiding injury to ourselves. Some of our amends may put us in harm’s way. Confessing our past actions may have repercussions, like jail time or the loss of a job. We may owe people money. We may simply not come off looking very good. Nevertheless, we can’t be afraid to make the amends we owe.

	In making our amends, we put aside any harm that might befall us as a result—trusting that God will provide us with what we need—but we do consider harm that might be done to anyone else involved. That means first and foremost that we need to be considerate of their time and their willingness to participate.

	Here’s an example of me screwing that up. I had just started making amends and was eager to plow through them, which is good, but in my eagerness, I dragged someone away from a gathering meant to console him for his father’s recent death. Obviously, I wasn’t thinking about him and how I could be helpful to him. I was only thinking about checking a name off my list. Save your amends for a time when the person you’re making them to is in a place to be receptive.

	We also need to avoid making amends that would create harm rather than heal it. For example, there are people I never liked much—out of jealousy or competitiveness or because of a small mistake they made. But I can’t tell someone “I never liked you.” That’s just mean. I can acknowledge an unkindness or an aloofness they would’ve noticed. I can admit I wasn’t a good friend or coworker or relative. But I can’t outright tell them I didn’t like them unless they already knew that. I don’t have the right to leave them feeling worse so I can feel better.

	Often we owe amends to people we’ve been sexually or romantically involved with in the past. Those people may have new partners who’ll be uncomfortable when someone from a past relationship re-surfaces in their lives. That doesn’t mean we don’t make those amends. It means we’re considerate of their concerns by ensuring there’s nothing flirtatious or seductive about our approach, that the contact is brief and limited to the amends, and that the logistics of the situation are arranged for their comfort.

	One cause for amends that comes up frequently is infidelity. Do we make amends for cheating if our partner doesn’t know about it? The Big Book suggests no. But if your partner knew about or even suspected your infidelity, then yes. Admitting that they weren’t overreacting or imagining things can be healing and helpful to them, so make amends not just for the infidelity, but also for the lies, the gaslighting, and the reverse accusations that stemmed from it. But don’t tell someone “hey, I cheated on you” if they don’t know it happened. That’s not healing at all.

	We also need to think of innocent third parties before making our amends. To go back to the subject of infidelity, if we had a sexual or romantic relationship with someone who was cheating on someone else, we probably owe amends to the injured party. But we have to think carefully about whether that would be helpful. Do they know it happened? Do they know it was with us? Do they want to? We have no right to intrude on an innocent person’s life if doing so would be harmful.

	Speaking of innocent third parties, if you have dependents who rely on you, you may need to postpone making heavy financial amends or confessing to a crime that will land you in jail if doing so would cause your dependents serious deprivation. The Big Book suggests you consult with the people who’d be impacted by your amends in these cases, but make sure you’re not avoiding punishment for your own sake. The rule is “we must be hard on ourself, but always considerate of others.”80

	Making direct amends

	The Big Book doesn’t actually have a lot of instructions on the format amends should take. The key dictate is that you’re not there to tell the other person what their part in the trouble was. We don’t go into an amends expecting a return apology. In fact, it’s best not to go in with any expectations at all. I’ve had amends go every which way, from beautiful healing experiences to vaguely frustrating formalities.

	But one thing the Big Book seems clear on is that we should make our amends in person wherever possible. When it’s not possible, the Big Book advises sending a letter. “A letter” could be expanded to include all our modern forms of communication, but my preference would be for phone over email or text, because a live method of communication gives the receiver a chance to respond.

	To prepare for making an amends to someone, you might review the turnarounds you did for that person. If it’s someone to whom you owe a lot of amends, you can make a list so that you don’t forget anything in the heat of the moment. As you review the list, pay attention to the voice of God telling you what harm you’ve done. Connect with your sincere desire to set right those wrongs.

	Whenever possible, our amends should take the form of undoing the harm itself. That means paying back money owed, exonerating people who’ve been charged with crimes they didn’t commit, providing replacements for items we lost or stole, etc. Unfortunately, in many cases it’s not possible to do much more than apologize, but even in those cases “a remorseful mumbling that we are sorry won’t fit the bill.”81 If words are all you can offer, consider the following parts of a sincere apology:

	
		Own up to having been wrong

		Acknowledge that they didn’t deserve to be treated like that

		Admit to any previous attempts to deny or justify your behavior

		Make a commitment to stop acting that way



	If the harm can’t be undone, we can at least make sure is isn’t repeated. How do we do that? By using the tools of this program—namely steps ten, eleven, and twelve—to access that power that is greater than us. And by sincerely recognizing that we were wrong, regardless of how wrong the other person might have been.

	Early on in my amends-making, I went to a friend of my partner’s to make amends for a situation that had happened with his girlfriend who was also a friend of mine. Yes, it was tangled, and back then I was as addicted to drama as I was to alcohol. I’d taken my friend’s part in a fight that was truly none of my business, thus dragging my partner and our whole friend group into something that should only have involved two people, neither of whom was me.

	When I did my turnaround on that situation, I saw that I’d been selfishly trying to play hero for my friend and that I dishonestly believed I knew enough about what had happened to self-seekingly judge her boyfriend and determine that he was wrong. I dishonestly believed it was any of my business. That was a good turn around. Trouble was, when I went to make my amends, I wasn’t genuinely sorry. I understood that their quarrel wasn’t my business, that I should’ve stayed out of it, but still, he was wrong. My amends were only half-hearted apologies.

	A few months later, the two of them fought again, and guess what happened? I repeated my wrong behavior because I hadn’t truly repented of it. It caused a lot of heartache—between me, my partner, my friend, the friend’s boyfriend who was also my partner’s friend. Once again, our friend group was split over who was right and who was wrong. The amends I’d made were meaningless, and when the dust settled, I felt like I used to feel the morning after a drinking binge—sick and shameful.

	So before you make an amends, be sure to do as much tenth and eleventh step work as you need to in order to really believe the things you saw in your turnarounds. We didn’t just write those things down as an academic exercise. They’re true!

	If you bring a list of the harms you did to an amends, bear in mind that it may not be a complete list. Allow the other person time to give feedback—to bring up something you didn’t cover or just to tell you how your past behavior made them feel. You may be tempted to react defensively when that happens. Pray before responding. Acknowledge what they said and make amends for it if possible. At the very least, don’t argue! You may need to go back and make further amends once you’ve had a chance to pray, but don’t add to your past harms by denying, deflecting, or getting belligerent. Remember: be hard on yourself and easy on others.

	Living Amends

	As I was putting together my amends list, I wondered how I was ever going to make amends to the entire world for being a stone-cold bitch. The answer is living amends. I can’t track down every person I was unkind to in the past, but I can be loving and kind to everyone I come in contact with now. I can pay forward the blessings of this program by bringing it to more people. The Big Book says that when I’m acting out of self-will, I’m “a producer of confusion rather than harmony.”82 Now I have a chance to produce harmony.

	Living amends aren’t just for strangers. They’re also appropriate for people who are still in our lives—a means of atoning for past negative behavior through positive future behavior. We should apologize for leaving our socks on the floor in the past and pick up our socks going forward.

	One of the amends I owed was to my two nephews, who were only three and four at the time. They loved their Aunt Dawn, but they didn’t see her very often, and even when they did, she was usually too busy drinking to pay attention to them. I could’ve apologized to them for not giving them more importance in my life, but they were three and four. What would that have meant to them? The best way to make amends to those children was to do better—to be a present, attentive aunt.

	They’re teenagers now, which means I’m a lot less interesting to them as a playmate, but we have a bond that was formed thanks to this process. They grew up knowing who I was and that I was there for them.

	Financial amends

	One of the simplest, but hardest, ways to make amends is financially. When the harm done was financial, the amends should be financial as well. This includes amends for stealing and cheating as well as for debts owed and not repaid.

	Some of us have gotten ourselves so deep in debt that paying back everything we owe can seem like an insurmountable task. How will we ever have enough money for both financial amends and for everything we want for ourselves? Remember, the twelve steps don’t promise abundance. They promise peace and contentment. They promise you can find a purpose in this world and be useful to your fellows. Very different goals than having a fat bank account or a bunch of possessions.

	This isn’t a Christian program, but there’s a line in the Lord’s Prayer I like. It says “give us this day our daily bread.” As a person with a strong fear of financial insecurity, I would prefer it if God gave me all the bread—enough to last forever. But all I need is enough for today. Money is finite. If I rely on having “enough” of it rather than relying on my higher power to give me what I need as I need it, I’ll never feel safe. In fact, studies show that the more money a person has, the more they fear losing it.83

	The advice given in the Big Book for financial amends is simple: contact your creditors, admit what you owe, and apologize for not having paid up before. Make a payment plan or set a date to check back in. Make steady progress, even if it’s slow. Many a person who didn’t believe they would ever reach the end of their financial amends has in fact reached it. As with your fourth step, if you keep moving, you absolutely will arrive.

	Making indirect amends

	It’s not always possible to make amends directly to the people we’ve harmed. In some cases, you may not be able to find them. Maybe you never had contact information for them in the first place, maybe they’ve been lost to the vastness of this world. They might not exist on this plane anymore, as in the case of a person who’s died or a business that’s closed, or they might fall into that category of people who would be more harmed by our amends than helped.

	In these cases, we can make indirect amends. What form should indirect amends take? Ask your higher power and listen to the answer. Here are a couple of my own indirect amends:

	
		I was supposed to keep a cat for a friend while he was on vacation, but the cat annoyed me, so I returned it a few days early to his empty house. It’s hard to make meaningful amends to a cat (though I did buy him a nice toy), so I made indirect amends by taking in the cat of a friend who was having a medical procedure that prevented her from being around animals for a full year.

		My grandfather died suffering from age-related blindness and dementia. He had a loving family around him, but I wasn’t one of them. I couldn’t overcome my fear of his dementia. It was too late to be there for my grandfather, but I made indirect amends by volunteering for a service that helps blind people. They matched me up with a woman in her eighties who had no living family. We were friends for years until she died. I was able to be there for her the way I hadn’t been for my grandfather.



	One of the people on your inventory is you. How much harm have you done to yourself through the years with your self-seeking behavior? How was your life limited and warped by your fear? You owe yourself some amends for that. Certainly, you’ll be making living amends to yourself by living your best life going forward, but is there a way you can make direct or indirect amends to yourself? What would that look like?

	I had myself on my amends list for a long time. I kept waiting for inspiration, living according to these spiritual principles in the meanwhile. The longer I lived by these principles, the more my life changed, until one day, with God’s help, I was able to overcome my fear of financial insecurity and quit my day job to become a full-time writer. This is my amends to myself—that I’m now doing what I always hoped to do.

	Tactical advice

	In some ways, making amends is easier nowadays than back when the Big Book was written, because we’ve got the internet and GPS to help us find people. On the other hand, back in those days, most of the people we needed to make amends to were probably right where we’d left them. We could run into them on the streets where we grew up.

	Either way, we live in the here and now, so let’s look at some tactical suggestions:

	There are paid white pages services, and while you’re in the midst of the heaviest part of making your amends, it might be worth subscribing to one if you can afford it, but there are also free options. If you’re not on Facebook, you probably should be. It’s a good way to find those old friends and distant family members. LinkedIn is a great resource for tracking down old co-workers.

	Sometimes God just plunks people in our path, but don’t count on that. I hear too many stories of people sitting back and waiting for God to do the work. Remember, “God does not make too hard terms with those who seek.”84 But we do need to seek!

	Direct amends should be made in person wherever possible, but it’s better to make amends by phone or online than not at all. I’ve lived in a lot of different places throughout my life and have family scattered all over, so I took several trips for the sole purpose of making amends. I would make a list of everyone to whom I owed amends in Seattle, for example, and then schedule a trip to Seattle. My friend John calls this “the amends world tour.”

	At home, I kept a list of addresses in my car. I’d found them thanks to the internet, and any time I traveled more than half an hour from home or had some spare time, I would consult the list to see if there was a stop I could make.

	That brings us to the subject of guerilla amends. When I first began making amends, I let the people to whom I was making amends know what I was up to. I would contact them and ask if we could get together. This led to some less-than-ideal results. Often, the answer was “don’t worry about it,” and it was tempting to accept that. Or they’d want to just hear it while we were on the phone, and it was tempting to say yes. Or they’d say they’d get back to me and wouldn’t. Sometimes they didn’t respond at all.

	Again, we’re here to make amends for past harm, not cause more harm. If a person has a good reason to not want to see us, particularly if we might arouse fear in them because our past behavior was physically or emotionally damaging, we need to respect their need for distance. And we absolutely must respect any restraining orders that might be out there against us. Your desire to make amends doesn’t trump their legal right to avoid being in your presence.

	If it’s legal for you to contact a person who might be afraid to see you, do it in a way that allows them to maintain a comfortable distance (i.e. use writing/text, not voice/in person) and request permission to speak to them. Explain the purpose and the extent of the contact and suggest they have another person present. Make sure they understand that you’ll do this in whatever way makes them comfortable and at their convenience. Sometimes, we need to take no for an answer. In those cases, we hold ourselves in readiness to make amends if a future opportunity arises and consider how we can make indirect amends.

	But hopefully not everyone is so angry at you that it involves restraining orders! You’ll find that most people—I’m going to be honest here—don’t really care that much. One of the things I learned in making amends was that often I’d held onto something, making it big in my mind, while the other person had let it go a long time ago. Not everyone is sitting around waiting for us to apologize.

	People are busy these days. Returning a phone call from someone they haven’t talked to in years, then making plans to spend time with that person, may seem like a lot. They don’t have time to call their own mother or have coffee with their best friend. Why would they want to make plans with you?

	That’s where guerilla amends come in. In a nutshell, guerilla amends are when we show up unexpectedly where the person will already be—likely their home, but possibly a neutral location where it’s okay for them to have a ten minute conversation. Again, don’t drop in unannounced on someone who has reason to be afraid of you, but in those cases where the person would be willing to talk to you if they ran into you at the grocery store, you can force the “running into you” part.

	Guerilla amends have two benefits: one, you actually get your amends done instead of having a hundred conversations in which someone tells you not to worry about it, and two, the other person suffers only minor inconvenience. They don’t have to call you back or arrange to meet you. They’re not worrying the night before about what you’re going to say and what they’re supposed to say in return. The whole thing is over before they know it, and they’re free to go on with their lives.

	Be courteous about the timing of these amends and brief in making them. This isn’t the tactic to use with people who are still in your life regularly—you can find a mutually agreed-on time with those people—but it’s a good one for people you haven’t seen in years.

	Promises

	The Big Book tells us that “if we are painstaking about this phase of our development, we will be amazed before we are halfway through.”85 We’ve finally arrived at the Ninth Step Promises mentioned at the start of the book. Here they are again:

	We are going to know a new freedom and a new happiness. We will not regret the past nor wish to shut the door on it. We will comprehend the word serenity and we will know peace. No matter how far down the scale we have gone, we will see how our experience can benefit others. That feeling of uselessness and self-pity will disappear. We will lose interest in selfish things and gain interest in our fellows. Self-seeking will slip away. Our whole attitude and outlook upon life will change. Fear of people and of economic insecurity will leave us. We will intuitively know how to handle situations which used to baffle us. We will suddenly realize that God is doing for us what we could not do for ourselves.86

	There are a lot of good promises in there: freedom, happiness, serenity, peace. The promises tell us we’ll lose self-pity, self-seeking and fear, and that we’ll begin to understand how to handle situations in such a way as to bring harmony rather than confusion. My favorite of these promises is the last one. “We will suddenly realize that God is doing for us what we could not do for ourselves.” There were so many things I couldn’t do for myself. Staying sober was one of them. But being productive, being kind, living in the moment instead of in my resentments and fear—I couldn’t do any of that either.

	In the last years of my drinking, I read a lot of texts about Buddhism. I could see how the principles of Buddhism were the right way to live. If I could only practice non-attachment, non-striving, if I could only live in the moment…. But I couldn’t. Principles weren’t enough to change me. I needed the spiritual awakening I got from doing these steps. I need the power of God.

	When are you halfway through step nine? I think it’s more a feeling than a number. It’s the spiritual awakening that comes from living hand-in-hand with your higher power and trying to do what it would have you do.

	How to do this step

	Go through your resentment list and identify the people you’ve harmed. Where possible, speak to those people in person. Make the best amends possible (ranked most desirable to least).

	
		Financial or other concrete restitutive amends

		Acknowledgement of harm done and promise to not repeat it

		Living amends

		Indirect amends

		Remain in readiness to make future amends if not currently possible



	 


Step Ten

	As mentioned in the preceding chapter, you should begin working step ten as soon as you finish steps six and seven, while you’re making amends. You’ll continue working step ten for the rest of your life—or for as long as you want to reap the benefits of this process.

	Steps ten, eleven, and twelve are called the maintenance steps. Consider a person who’s lost weight through a program of diet and exercise. If they don’t continue with a program of diet and exercise, the weight will come back. They’ll need to be in maintenance mode the rest of their lives. So too with our spiritual condition, which is why we have steps ten, eleven, and twelve.

	Step ten says: Continued to take personal inventory and when we were wrong, promptly admitted it.87

	Some people in AA think a tenth step is a nightly review of their day, done through prayer. Indeed, the book Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions speaks of the tenth step in that manner. But the original book, the one we use in Hyannis format meetings, has a different interpretation.

	The instructions for the tenth step in the Big Book are short enough that I’ll quote them here:

	Continue to watch for selfishness, dishonesty, resentment, and fear. When these crop up, we ask God at once to remove them. We discuss them with someone immediately and make amends quickly if we have harmed anyone. Then we resolutely turn our thoughts to someone we can help.88

	Notice the words “at once,” “immediately,” and “quickly.” Those aren’t words that suggest we wait until bedtime. Doing a tenth step according to the Hyannis format means doing a turnaround on our resentment as soon as possible with another person, just like it says in the instructions. Yes, we’ll also review our whole day with God, but that happens in step eleven.

	Continue to watch

	In our fourth step, we catalogued our selfishness, dishonesty, fear, and self-seeking behaviors. In step seven, we asked God to remove them. It would be nice if they never occurred again. Unfortunately, that’s not how it happens.

	Anger, jealousy, fear: we’ll continue to experience these negative emotions, but we don’t have to live as prisoners to them anymore. Remember how we saw back in step four that the world owned us—how negative thoughts filled our heads and went with us everywhere? In step five, we cleared all that old debris out of our minds. You may have walked on air for a few days after doing step seven, feeling like absolutely nothing was bothering you. But “the world and its people are often quite wrong”89 as the Big Book tells us, so pretty soon we catch a new resentment.

	No big deal. It’s just one. Then two. Then twenty. If we don’t keep on top of these resentments—keep cleaning them out as they come up—we’ll soon have a lumpy carpet again.

	Resentment is the number one offender, as we were told back in step four, but we’ll want to watch out for anything that has us stirred up: fear, sex, anxiety, even excitement.

	Ask God to remove them

	The tenth step is a quick recap of steps four through nine. We’re taking inventory (four), discussing it with someone else (five), and making amends (nine). That means we need to work steps six and seven too.

	The instructions say “we ask God to remove them,” them being selfishness, dishonesty, resentment and fear. “Ask God” sounds like praying. The question is: which prayer? Practice differs from person to person, but here are some good options:

	
		Say the Third Step Prayer

		Use the specific words in the instructions as a prayer “God, please remove this…” selfishness, dishonesty, whatever’s going on

		Say the Sick Man’s Prayer for the person you’re resentful at

		Say the Seventh Step Prayer to ask God to remove your defects of character

		Say the Fear Prayer

		Any combo of the above. You can never have too much praying.



	Discuss them with someone immediately

	More than once I’ve told myself I don’t need to call anyone—that I understand my part in the resentment, that I know my fear isn’t realistic, that I won’t act out on a sex impulse. But self-knowledge doesn’t fix it. I need to review my resentment with God, and I need another person as a witness.

	The Big Book tells us that the time to talk through our resentments is now, not tonight. Why? Because we can do a whole lot of damage before bedtime. The sooner you get to a phone to do a tenth step, the better, even if it means walking out of a situation. A good ruse for escape is to say you need to use the bathroom, because no one’s going to deny you that. Run to the bathroom with your phone and make a call. You’ll save yourself from harmful words and actions you’ll later regret and have to make amends for.

	When we’re living in resentment, we’re more likely to act out in situations unrelated to that resentment too. My friend JD tells a story about deciding not to do a tenth step on a pimple he woke up with because it seemed too trivial to bother with. Later that morning, he ended up with a cup of coffee in his lap when he threw a fit at a fast food drive-thru.

	No resentment is too trivial. I can either do a tenth step on my pimple and spend the rest of the day in contented harmony with the people around me, or I can spend my day wallowing in self-pity and anger, stirring up confusion everywhere I go. The longer you live this way of life, the less patience you’ll have for being caught up in dis-ease. We come to expect to feel well.

	So as soon as you become aware that you’re harboring a resentment, call someone up and talk through it with them, using the format of a turnaround. For maximum resentment-relieving effect, it’s important that we talk to someone who understands how turnarounds work. Getting sympathy from a friend will only rile us up, leaving us more convinced of our rightness and encouraging us to hold onto that rightness. As we’ve learned from doing this work, being right is different from being happy.

	Thanks to the miracle of cell phones and the many years I’ve been working this step, I’m fortunate to have a whole contact list full of people I can call. Several of them are people I don’t know very well, outside of doing this work. That’s actually a positive. Not being directly involved in each other’s lives helps us stay spiritually neutral. My hope is that the internet can be a way for people who don’t have a thriving community already in place around them to find tenth step buddies.

	Finish it up

	I end my turnaround by saying something like, “I’m going to ask God to remove this and direct my attention to what God would have me be,” which is a mash-up of the Fear Prayer and the instructions in the tenth step. Then I add, “I’m open to anything else you see,” so my tenth step buddy knows I’m ready for their feedback. Listen to your friend’s feedback. They’re acting as your sponsor for the moment.

	Next, make amends if called for. The Big Book says we make amends “quickly.” We don’t add it to the end of a long list. Go back to wherever you were and make the amends you owe while the incident is still fresh. In time, you’ll learn to step away from a situation before you do something that requires amends. The more often you do step ten, the less often you’ll need to do step nine.

	Lastly, we turn our thoughts to someone we can help. This is the final instruction, but it’s a crucial one. If I don’t turn my thoughts away from myself and toward how I can be helpful, they inevitably drift back to my resentment. The good I did with that call can be easily undone.

	There’s always a way to be helpful to someone. Early on, I did a lot of my tens in the car, because bad traffic was a resentment factory for me. I’d be alone and fuming, wanting to kill someone, so I’d call90 and do a tenth step. But how was I supposed to be helpful to someone while trapped alone in my car? Well, I could let another car merge in front of mine. I could call someone I’d been meaning to reach out to. I could say a prayer for the people around me or do a loving-kindness meditation. I might say, “May the person in the blue Toyota be happy and healthy and have everything they need. May the person in the red Honda be happy and healthy and have everything they need.” There’s always a way to be helpful.

	Promises

	There are some great promises in the tenth step. The best is “we have ceased fighting anything or anyone.”91 I wish this were strictly true—that I didn’t ever try to fight anyone or anything—but with my higher power’s help, it’s true to the extent that I work this step. My initial fight-or-flight reaction may kick in, but if I use step ten, I’ll be given the power to respond to fear with courage, to hate with love, and to minor inconvenience with cheerful acceptance.

	One of the most insidious forms of resentment is self-righteous anger. Self-righteous anger is when we know we’re right—therefore it’s right and just to be angry. Self-righteous anger is frequently, and most duplicitously, framed as anger on someone else’s behalf.

	I’m not going to get into specific politics in this book, because that’s not helpful to anyone, but politics is probably the number one source of self-righteous anger these days. We hold our opinions with the fury and determination of an entire world that’s been wronged, telling ourselves that to not defend and protect and loudly proclaim our opinions is to allow evil to flourish. Not only do we think we’re right, we feel obligated to defend that rightness to the death. Self-righteous anger is so insidious because a) it appears to be in service of others, and b) we’re right, goddammit it.

	Self-righteous anger absolutely must be dismantled. Contrary to what our minds are telling us, self-righteous anger isn’t helpful—not to us, not to God, not to anyone. The time we spend fuming about people and situations over which we have no control is wasted. The energy we spend fretting and worrying bears no fruit. And by blocking ourselves off from God and the people around us, we miss opportunities to be genuinely helpful.

	If there’s an issue about which you have a strong opinion, and you feel called by God to take action, then take action. Take direct, specific, local action to be helpful, checking in constantly with your higher power and doing tenth steps to manage your resentment and fear. But time and energy spent arguing with strangers, either online or in our minds, serves only to trap us in a lonely cell of resentment and to divert us from how we can be patient, loving, tolerant and kind in our own, real world.

	As Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions puts it, “It is a spiritual axiom that every time we are disturbed, no matter what the cause, there is something wrong with us.”92 With us. Not with the rest of the world. Remember the Serenity Prayer in which we ask to be given the courage to change what we can change? What was it we can change again? Only ourselves, and only by asking for God’s help. The tenth step is how we get that help.

	Another promise made in the tenth step is that we’ll be placed in a position of neutrality with respect to alcohol. For some of us, our source of ease and comfort has been a mighty and constant temptation. Alcohol, food, porn, lottery tickets—these things lurk on every corner, tempting us with the illusion of relief. Handling an addiction through sheer avoidance isn’t a workable long-term strategy. No matter how obscure your kryptonite might be, you’re sure to encounter it at some point.

	But if I’m in fit spiritual condition, the Big Book tells me I can go where alcohol is served if I’m there to bring something to the occasion rather than trying to get something out of it.93 This isn’t just a good rule for an alcoholic about to head into a bar. It’s a good rule for all of us in all situations where we have fear for any reason.

	If we concentrate on how we can be of service—to the occasion and the others in attendance—and not on what’s in it for us, our attitude will enable us to go places we might normally fear to go. Family get-togethers, business meetings, legal proceedings, job interviews—all of these will go better if we approach them from a less selfish point of view.

	Don’t let up

	The Big Book warns us “it is easy to let up on the spiritual program of action and rest on our laurels.”94 Truer words were never spoken. Having done an awful lot of work, we’d like to believe we don’t need to do any more. In fact, sometimes we judge ourselves for needing to do more. Haven’t we learned better yet?

	Knowing better isn’t enough. We saw that way back in step one, then again in step five. We need to have help from something bigger than us, and that means we need to continually invite God in. Doing a tenth step isn’t a punishment or an indication that we’ve failed. It’s a privilege and a solution. It’s proof we’re working our program, so that both we and everyone around us can live happier lives.

	If you were to ask me where people are most likely to give up on working this process, I’d say step four for sure, but step ten is a strong contender. People either don’t start doing tenth steps or they start and are doing great but then somehow get out of the habit of it, allowing resentments to build up again until all the garbage they shoveled out has been replaced with fresh garbage.

	Fear and resentment form a wall between us and our higher power, between us and the people around us. In steps four and five, we dismantled that wall, brick by brick. As it came down, we became able to see our higher power and allow its power to flow through us. But if we don’t vigorously work step ten, the wall gets re-built. Each resentment or fear that isn’t examined and turned over adds another brick. Before long, we’re blocked off again, imprisoned in a sad and lonely cell made of garbage.

	So never rest on your laurels. Keep working step ten as a constant, daily matter.

	How to do this step

	Starting as soon as you’ve finished step seven, whenever you’re feeling angry, scared, sad, jealous, anxious, uncertain, in danger of self-seeking… anything other than peaceful, take these actions:

	
		Say the Sick Man’s prayer for whoever you’re resentful at and ask God to remove your resentment

		Call a tenth step buddy. Tell them your resentment (briefly) and do a turnaround on it (where were you selfish, dishonest, self-seeking and afraid?)

		It never hurts to say another prayer

		Make amends if needed

		Go be helpful to someone



	 


Step Eleven

	Step eleven is another maintenance step that we start doing as soon as we’re on step nine. Step eleven says: Sought through prayer and meditation to improve our conscious contact with God as we understood Him praying only for knowledge of his will for us and the power to carry that out.95

	How to pray and meditate

	The step eleven reading in the Big Book—which can be found starting on page 84—has some suggestions, but not much in the way of specific prayers or meditation practices. Rather it urges us to consult other spiritual books or to consider the religious practices we were raised with.

	Many people who go through this process are able to return to the religion of their childhood with a new purpose and understanding. Others find their way to a different religion. Some never affiliate themselves with a religion at all. These are all totally valid options. My spiritual practice only needs to be mine. It doesn’t require approval from anyone, and it doesn’t require their adherence to it either.

	My personal religion can best be described as “Big Book.” The spiritual practices and prayers I’ve found there are ninety percent of what I use, but I augment them with whatever I run into elsewhere that’s helpful. I know a few verses from the Christian Bible. I embrace Buddhist concepts. I even have two key phrases I picked up from The Brothers Karamazov of all things. Whatever helps bring you closer to your own higher power is valid.

	Some people who’ve done these steps engage in formal meditation in the Buddhist tradition. Others simply include quiet time at the end of their prayers. However you choose to meditate, it’s important that you listen as well as talk. Make sure your conscious contact with God goes both ways.

	When to pray and meditate

	The Big Book gives us three times to pray: morning, evening, and every moment in between. Okay, that’s my paraphrasing of the instructions, but that’s what it amounts to. The Big Book starts with evening prayers, so let’s start there.

	When we retire at night

	This is the point at which we look back over our day as a whole. During the day, we’ve been watching for resentment and fear and doing tenth steps as they crop up, but if we reflect back at the end of the day, we may find we missed something—either by intentionally putting off thinking about it or because we didn’t notice the hum of dis-ease while we were hectically running around.

	We want to ask ourselves what we’ve left undone today—not on our to-do list, but spiritually. Where did we overlook an opportunity to be helpful? Do we owe amends to anyone? Could we have relied more on God and less on our own self-will? Have we harbored resentment or wasted time with self-pity?

	If we’re honest with ourselves, the answer will almost always be yes, but the Big Book cautions us not to dwell in morbid reflection. We’re there not to beat ourselves up for our imperfections but to ask God to show us how we can do better.

	You get to define your own higher power, but I hope you defined one that’s loving and forgiving. I did. Nevertheless, when I first started doing this part of step eleven, I got a little bogged down in feeling judged. I forgot that God knew I was doing the best I could and had already forgiven me even before I asked for forgiveness. The point in reflecting back on my day was not to be sentenced for my failings but to be reminded that I do better when I’m right with my higher power, that I need God’s help each and every day, all throughout the day.

	I do a pretty informal step eleven at night, but the Big Book has a list of questions for us to answer, and you may get value out of the structure of going through them exactly as written.96

	Were we resentful, selfish, dishonest or afraid? Do we owe an apology? Have we kept something to ourselves which should be discussed with another person at once? Were we kind and loving toward all? What could we have done better? Were we thinking of ourselves most of the time? Or were we thinking of what we could do for others, of what we could pack into the stream of life?97

	I do my evening prayers right before getting in bed, but I’m kind of a night person. You may find that your evening prayers are best done earlier while you’re feeling more alert. We can interpret the “retire” part of “when we retire at night” to mean being out of the hustle-bustle of the world. Feel free to do your evening prayers whenever it works for you.

	I spend a good portion of my evening prayers thanking God for the good I have in my life. There’s something in every day I can thank my higher power for. My cat, my home, and my significant other are always in there, but I also thank God for whatever opportunities to be of service I had during the day, for whatever help I was able to be, and for these twelve steps which have brought me closer to a higher power of my own understanding and which give me peace and productivity every day.

	Another thing I do in my evening prayers is pray for other people. If I’m feeling antagonistic toward someone, I wish for them to have everything I want for myself. If someone seems to be in trouble or pain, I say “God save them as You see fit.”98 I don’t ask for their disease to be cured or for them to find a job or a relationship, because I don’t know God’s plan for them. I can only ask that God’s will be done, not mine.

	Sometimes I’m praying for someone very close to me. In those cases, it can be hard to keep my will out of my prayer. I want my loved one to be happy. I want them to be well. And I want those thing to happen in my time, according to my specifications. I have to remind myself that God loves this person even more than I do, that of course my higher power will do its very best to save my loved one, and that my higher power’s best is better than mine ever could be.

	Immediately upon awakening

	Morning prayers and meditation are a great way to put yourself into the right frame of mind to face the day. My first thoughts when I wake up tend to be fearful and selfish. What do I have to do today? Will it go the way I want it to? Oh no! It might not come out right for me!

	So as soon as I’m awake, I do a quick prayer asking God to direct my thinking. That’s it: God, please direct my thinking. Then, if I’m honest, I fall back asleep. I love my snooze button. But eventually I get myself all the way out of bed and shortly thereafter (bathroom break first), I do my morning prayers.

	With respect to evening prayers, there’s some leeway as to timing, but for morning prayers, I recommend doing them as soon as possible, because we wake up with ourselves. It’s important to mix in some God before we start interacting with other people. Even if you have kids or other immediate morning responsibilities that can’t be postponed, try to do a quick prayer before getting to them. You can come back to a more extensive prayer or meditation routine later in the morning, but invite your higher power into your day before you get going on it.

	When I first started this way of life, I did pretty well with my evening prayers, but I couldn’t seem to remember to do the morning ones. By the time I got myself out of bed in the morning, I was usually already late. I would hit the ground running, full of self-will, and only later realize I’d forgotten to do something important.

	I brush my teeth in the morning. You probably do too. I don’t ever forget. On rare occasions, I may be so situated that it’s not possible to brush my teeth properly, but boy am I aware of it. It feels gross to walk around with a coat of grime covering what should be smooth enamel.

	On the other hand—and maybe this is just me—I occasionally forget to put on deodorant, especially if the morning is rushed or out of order. I might not notice my omission immediately, but at some point during the day I become aware that I might be… offensive. And the sensation grows as the day goes on. Morning prayers were like that for me. Sometimes I would forget in the rush of getting ready, but the omission would become noticeable as the day went on because I would be… offensive.

	Just like I can keep an emergency stick of deodorant stashed in my desk, I can apply God at any point. When I realize I’ve skipped my morning prayers, I do them right then. This “as soon as I remember” habit has morphed into a “first thing” habit, because I remember earlier and earlier. The difference between me-with-God and me-without-God has been made abundantly clear through practice.

	For our morning prayers, the Big Book suggests we start by reviewing the day ahead. I like to do this by going through what I expect to have happen that day, prefacing each appointment or to-do item with “if it be Thy will” and ending with a request to be given the right attitude for it. For example:

	If it be Thy will that I should exercise today, maybe I be grateful for the time and for this healthy body.

	If it be Thy will that I should go to work today, may I do my job to the best of my ability, being loving and kind to everyone I come in contact with.

	If it be Thy will that I should go to the dentist, may I remember that you’re with me. May I not act out of disproportionate fear.

	Starting each item with “if it be Thy will” reminds me that what I think is going to happen—exercising, going to work, a dentist appointment—might not happen at all. The unexpected can bring both good and bad. Which one predominates depends in part on my spiritual fitness. In this unanticipated reality, can I find an opportunity to be of service? Can I look around with joy at a new experience or place? Or do I retreat into selfish fear, muttering about how it should’ve been?

	At the end of my morning review, I always add this: “Whatever comes my way today, I’ll thank You for it, for You have done it.” That line comes from a letter Abigail Adams wrote to John Adams back in the Revolutionary War. It was her prayer to God when her family was dying of dysentery. That’s pretty hard core! I’m not sure I’m that hard core, but I try to remember that whatever pops up in my day can be used to good purpose if I react with loving trust rather than selfish fear.

	The Big Book suggests that we ask to be shown “the way of kindness, patience, tolerance and love,”99 so at the end of each item on my agenda, I ask for God’s strength to do the right thing in that situation. I’m not asking for success or victory, for my life to be smooth or profitable. I’m asking for the strength to behave in a kind and helpful manner.

	You remember that quick “please direct my thinking” prayer I say as soon as I become vaguely conscious? That comes from a longer sentence in the Big Book, which is also part of my morning prayers: “we ask God to direct our thinking, especially asking that it be divorced from self-pity, dishonest or self-seeking motives.”100 Kindness, patience, tolerance and love are the things I’m asking to be given. Self-pity, dishonesty, and self-seeking are the things I’m asking to be taken from me.

	If you expect to face a particularly difficult situation, morning prayers are a good time to ask for inspiration with regard to it. Be sure to listen to the response. Take the question into meditation or sit with it for a while. As we continue with this way of life, we find that the right answers come without a lot of analysis or struggle. They’re coming from our higher power, and we know them when we hear them.

	Making decisions can be scary—whether it’s a momentous issue, like moving across the country, or even a minor one, like what flavor of ice cream to order. What if chocolate chip cookie dough would’ve been better than moose tracks? I’ll never have that lost opportunity again. The more consequential a decision seems, the harder it is to make. So many pros and cons, so much we don’t know. We make lists, consult other people, and go back and forth in our minds, waiting for something to give us a clear sign.

	The answer should come from our higher power, but it may be tricky to hear at first, especially when the right choice is the scary choice. God tells us to go for it. Fear warns us we might fail. God tells us to do the honest and upright thing. Fear tells us it’ll be too much trouble or cost too much money. God tells us to love. Fear warns us that sometimes love hurts.

	God doesn’t promise us perfect ease and comfort at all times. The truth is, any path might lead to disaster. It might also go through disaster on its way to paradise. And then it might circle back to disaster again. Is there a “right” choice? If we’re looking for a path that’s perfectly smooth, no. Even on the smoothest possible path, we’re likely to lament every bump.

	There’s a book called The Unbearable Lightness of Being.101 The title refers to how hard it is to accept the fact that we’ll never know what the “right” choice is, no matter how diligently we search for it. We want to believe right choices have rewards and wrong ones have consequences, that good things are earned and bad things are deserved, that life is “heavy.” But life is more often a series of seemingly random events. Without God, that lightness can be unbearable. Where’s the control? Where’s the justice?

	By turning our will over to a higher power, we can relish the lightness. Most choices aren’t very important. Good and bad will come whichever way we choose. What’s important isn’t the path we take but the way we walk it, the joy we experience along the way, the people we encounter, the sights we see. All paths have opportunities for being of service, for deepening our connection to our higher power and our fellows.

	I truly believe God doesn’t care whether you take this job or that one, as long as the work you do is honest and helpful and you do it to the best of your ability. You can be happy anywhere, if your focus is more on what your higher power would have you do and less on your own comfort.

	I don’t know if I make better decisions these days, but I do know I don’t agonize over them as much or waste as much time ruing the consequences. What will be, will be. It’s not in my control. I’m just supposed to do the next right thing and trust that whatever happens, my higher power will give me the strength to deal with it.

	The Big Book suggests we end our morning prayers by asking that “we be shown all through the day what our next step is to be, that we be given whatever we need to take care of such problems.”102 Rather than worrying about how things will come out in six months or six years, I ask to be shown what to do right here, right now. I ask for God’s strength in getting that done.

	I like to finish my morning prayers with the last line of the Seventh Step Prayer, “Grant me strength as I go out from here, to do your bidding.” God’s will. Not mine.

	As we go through the day

	I can flip from God’s will back to my will in a heartbeat. As soon as I’m up off my knees, I’m running on self-will again. That’s why it’s important that I carry my higher power with me throughout the day, that I blanket my day with prayers rather than bracket it with prayers.

	“As we go through the day we pause when agitated or doubtful, and ask for the right thought or action.”103 That’s the goal, people! To bring God into every doubtful or excitable moment so that we can be given the ability to produce harmony rather than confusion.

	The first trick is to find the pause button. We’re all running at top speed, and we’re accustomed to using self-will and self-knowledge to solve our problems. So when a difficult situation arises—when we feel like we’re being attacked or challenged, when we perceive that something might not go our way—we tend to go straight into trying to take control of the situation. This rarely leads to good results. We may end up getting our way, we may be the physical victor of the fight at hand, but it still doesn’t feel good. It doesn’t lead to long term happiness or harmony.

	If we can find the pause button, we can take a moment to invite God into the situation. This may mean excusing yourself (remember that a request for a bathroom break is almost never denied) so that you can do a tenth step or some extensive praying. It may be a quick and silent “God help me” if you’re in a situation you really can’t escape from. Even a quick call-out to your higher power helps.

	In the beginning, I was terrible at this. I would only remember to involve God after the damage had already been done. My fight-or-flight response would kick in faster than I could stop it. Defensiveness was the only solution I knew. But after a lot of practice, I now recognize tension for what it is: my body crying out for God. I say a quick prayer (God help me) and shut my mouth.

	A thing I never knew before doing this work is that often the best thing to say is nothing. I thought I had to have a response to everything that was said to me. My response was often a poorly thought-out one, not helpful to anyone, but I had to say something.

	Actually, no. Lots of things don’t require a response. Most particularly, threatening or harmful things said by other people don’t. It’s not our job to cure someone else’s sickness. Our best bet is to simply get away from it. Silence says more about our refusal to accept someone else’s poor behavior than arguing would. So don’t be afraid to be silent, to talk to your higher power instead of to the person in front of you. Leave if you can. You can always return to the argument later if that’s what your higher power is calling you to do, but you’ll often find it’s neither helpful nor necessary to do so.

	Strangely, the Big Book tells me that I’m in danger from “excitement, fear, anger, worry, self-pity, or foolish decisions.”104 What’s strange about that? The excitement part. I always thought excitement was a good thing. Whee! But the authors of the Big Book weren’t wrong about excitement being a danger to me. When I’m pumped up by my own glory, I can be just as stuck in self as when I’m caught in fear.

	Praise, glory, approval—those things are a source of ease and comfort, often chased but rarely attained in sufficiently satisfying quantities. As we do this work, we may start to achieve some success. We’re less afraid to try new things. We begin to be seen as a source of strength, because our strength comes from a higher power. People start to say good things about us.

	That’s when it gets dangerous. I wrote this book to be helpful to others, but what if people praise it? Maybe I can make money off of it! Maybe I can be quoted as an authority! At that point, it’s no longer about being of service to God and my fellows. It’s about what I can get out of it. Ironically, all my satisfaction would evaporate under the pressure of chasing the more, more, more of external praise.

	So I need to check my motives even when my actions seem positive. It’s not a matter of what I do, but how and why I do it that’s the difference between living in peace and harmony with God and my fellows versus living in my own selfish, lonely pit of fear.

	What to pray

	You get to design your own spiritual practice, but here’s a summary of the key prayers found in the Big Book:

	Third Step Prayer

	We learned this by heart during steps four and five, so it’s easily accessible. I say it every night.

	God, I offer myself to Thee, to build with me and to do with me as Thou wilt. Relieve me of the bondage of self, that I may better do Thy will. Take away my difficulties, that victory over them may bear witness to those I would help of Thy power, Thy love and Thy way of life. May I do Thy will always.105

	Seventh Step Prayer

	Some people consider this a one-and-done prayer, but I use the last line at the end of my morning prayers and say the whole thing whenever I’m bogged down in stubborn resistance. It’s my rededication prayer.

	My Creator, I am now willing that you should have all of me, good and bad. I pray that you now remove from me every single defect of character which stands in the way of my usefulness to you and my fellows. Grant me strength as I go out from here, to do your bidding. Amen.106

	Sick Man’s Prayer

	An excellent walking around prayer. Say it in line at the grocery store. Hurl it at your co-workers. There’s no limit to how often you can say this prayer.

	This is a sick man. How can I be helpful to him? God save me from being angry. Thy will be done.107

	Fear Prayer

	Whenever I’m feeling fear, however mild or extreme, I trot this one out.

	Remove this fear and direct my attention to what You would have me be.108

	Sex Prayer

	We use this prayer when sex issues are troublesome and perhaps as part of the dating process. Remember, it’s a lot easier to not start a problematic relationship than to end it!

	We pray for the right ideal, for guidance in each questionable situation, for sanity and for strength to do the right thing.109

	Spiritual Divorce Prayer

	This is a good one to use when we notice ourselves sliding into old patterns of thought.

	Divorce my thinking from self-pity, dishonest or self-seeking motives.110

	Tenth Step Prayer

	A great walking-around prayer or just a general attitude.

	How can I best serve Thee—Thy will (not mine) be done.111

	Serenity Prayer

	This one doesn’t come from the Big Book, but it’s an AA favorite. Remember that the part you can change is you. The part you can’t change is everything else.

	God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and wisdom to know the difference112

	Insert your own!

	Here’s one I totally made up that encapsulates the principles of this program. I say it whenever I’m feeling resistant or uncertain:

	God help me to be helpful. God help me to be good. God help me to do the right thing in service to You and my fellows.

	What not to pray

	That’s easy. We don’t pray for specific outcomes, especially to benefit ourselves. Rather than asking for things, ask for strength. Rather than asking for results, ask that God’s will be done.

	Eleventh step promises

	The eleventh step has one of the best promises in the book: “We do not tire so easily.”113 Yee haw! That promise alone should sell this process. When I’m not fighting everything and everyone, when I’m not trying to arrange the whole world to suit me, when I’m not acting as judge and jury for everyone I meet, when I’m not obsessing over a future that may never come, I have the energy I need to do the single task in front of me. One thing at a time. Right here, right now. I only need to do what God would have me do. I have no other responsibilities.

	You may come into this process with a lot hanging over your head. Relationship troubles, money issues, legal problems. It may seem naïve of me to say there’s only one thing you need to do right now, but realistically, you can’t possibly do more than that. You’re only one person, only capable of doing one thing at a time with care and attention.

	Do that one thing. It might be eating or praying or sleeping. Turn the rest of the world, including your own life and future, over to your higher power. I don’t promise that every situation will be resolved in your favor, but I promise they’ll all be resolved in time, and that your striving to resolve them in your favor has less effect than you’ve been imagining anyway.

	The step eleven reading contains what’s probably the shortest paragraph in the Big Book: “It works—it really does.”114 That promise applies to all these steps. They only work if we actually work them, but then they work amazingly well.

	How to do this step

	
		At night, review your day with your higher power through prayer and/or meditation with an eye toward understanding what could be done better.

		In the morning, review your agenda with your higher power through prayer and/or meditation as a reminder that you’re in this world to do what your higher power would have you do.

		During the day, invite your higher power into any questionable or difficult situation. Be “in conscious contact” all throughout the day.




Step Twelve – Carrying the Message

	Step twelve says: Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these steps, we tried to carry this message to other alcoholics and to practice these principles in all our affairs.115

	This is a two part mission: 1) to pass on the message, and 2) to “practice these principles in all our affairs.” Since that last one is a tall order, let’s look at the first part first.

	Why we work with others

	Twelfth step work is one of the things AA is best known for: alcoholics working with other alcoholics. Indeed, it’s the keystone to the entire program and likely the reason why it’s thrived. No one can understand an alcoholic like another alcoholic. And no one can carry the message of “yes, you can recover from alcoholism” like a person who’s recovered from it.

	Friends, family members, medical professionals are all speaking from a place of distance. They can cheer for us or chastise us, but they have no idea what it’s like to be us. It’s hard for an alcoholic to believe a non-alcoholic’s insistence that recovery is possible because they make it sound so easy, so straightforward, as if we could simply choose to do better. When another alcoholic talks to us, we’re hearing from someone who’s been where we are, someone who knows the fight is hard and is demonstrating that the fight can be won.

	The Big Book calls this being “uniquely useful.” In other words, alcoholics have a skill and an opportunity no one else has: to help other alcoholics who are still sick and suffering.

	You may not have an easily defined addiction or behavior, but you can still be uniquely useful to other people like you. It may be hard to give “people like you” a label, but they’re out there, and your struggles, your problems, your fight to recover, and your recovery put you in a position to carry a message to them.

	Why would we want to though? Let’s put aside the fact that we’re trying to be of service to God and our fellows and take a cold, hard, purely selfish look at why: twelfth step works keeps us sober. That’s the reason working with others is one of the defining characteristics of a twelve step program. It’s a vital and ongoing part of our recovery.

	There are several places where people balk at the work involved in doing the twelve steps: step four, step nine, step ten, and here, step twelve. Be warned: balking at step twelve will land you back at step one. We absolutely must live a life of service in order to keep what we’ve received, and passing on what we’ve been given is part of that.

	I can show you some practical ways in which doing twelfth step work helps me. For one, my sponsees tie me to the program. When I’m too busy to go to a meeting or bored with reading the same words and hearing the same people share on the same topics, only my sponsees’ expectations keep me showing up at the place I need to be in order to stay well.

	Secondly, my sponsees remind me of where I came from, of what it was like to be living in my sickness without a higher power as a source of ease and comfort. They remind me of it just by living their lives, spilling their sickness onto me in an illuminative flow of resentment and fear. That used to be me, and I don’t ever want that to be me again. I don’t want to be filled with resentment. I don’t want to be paralyzed by fear. I don’t want to hurt other people. I certainly don’t want to make any more amends for hurting people. I hate making amends.

	But the strongest reason for doing twelfth step work is the least tangible. I work with others because it’s what my higher power would have me do, and I made a promise in step three, which I confirmed in step seven, to do what God would have me do. In step three, I prayed, “Take away my difficulties that victory over them may bear witness to those I would help of Thy power, Thy love, and Thy way of life.”116 The time has come to bear witness to those I can help.

	When I took step three, it didn’t mean a lot to me. I only said the prayer because I was told to, and I didn’t feel anything as a result of saying it. But the first time once of my sponsees took step three—holding my hands and saying the words that would usher her into a whole new way of life—I cried. That was when it all came home to me. God had removed my difficulties so I could bear witness to someone I could help.

	When to work with others

	Always! Whenever you can!

	But that’s not actually what this section is about. The question here is: at what point do you start accepting sponsees? The answer we give in Hyannis format meetings is: halfway through step nine. Why halfway through step nine? Because it’s important that you’ve had a spiritual awakening as the result of these steps. “You cannot transmit something you haven’t got,”117 as the Big Book says. That means “halfway through” is more of a feeling than a number. You’ll start sponsoring as soon as you have something worth passing on.

	It’s not uncommon to feel some reluctance. Before I started sponsoring, I worried about how much time it was going to take. I was a selfish person, after all, and I had a lot to do. Sure, my sponsor had made time for me despite having five children, but I was a runner and a rock climber. I had a full time job. Things to do!

	By now, I’ve learned that I don’t need to manage how much time I spend on twelfth step work. I make myself available to anyone who wants to work with me, as frequently as they want to work, and my higher power figures out the rest. I’ve never been burdened beyond what I could handle. Ironically, the more twelfth step work I do, the less burdened I feel.

	Sometimes people at AA meetings will talk about “balance,” meaning that they need to balance their AA program against their other responsibilities, but when I hear the word balance, I can’t help thinking of a balance beam—a narrow, raised bar it would be easy and painful to fall off of—so I don’t balance my program against the rest of my life. I work my program, and the rest of my life falls into balance.

	Alcoholics are notorious for playing “sobriety chicken.” We go to one less meeting a week, do a little less praying every day, spend less time doing twelfth step work, until suddenly—oops—we’re not sober anymore. Humans are always pushing it. We add another box to the top of the pile until the pile tips over, and then we say, “Oh, I guess that’s where it all falls down.” But when it comes to our dis-ease, we can’t afford to do that. Recovering from a relapse isn’t as simple as picking up a stack of boxes. We may never get sober again.

	Don’t play sobriety chicken with your dis-ease. It’s impossible to work this program too hard.

	How to work with others

	If you’re panicking about not knowing what you’re doing, stop. Remember that we’re trusting infinite God rather than our finite selves118 these days. And you’ve done these steps. All you have to do is share your experience and allow your sponsees to find their own higher power.

	If you did your steps with a sponsor, refer to their example in determining how to sponsor others. Many of us start sponsoring with the idea that the program could be improved on. By us. But that’s just playing God. Trust that what worked for you will work for others.

	For those of you who had to self-sponsor because there wasn’t an appropriate sponsor available, I’m going to lay out a typical sequence of events.

	Finding sponsees

	For me, this has been the easy part. As an alcoholic, I can go to a meeting and share my message. Most helpfully, I have access to Hyannis format Big Book Step Study meetings where people are typically looking for someone to work the steps with. It doesn’t take much crusading on my part. I just put myself out there and God does the rest.

	But your situation probably isn’t so simple. If there’s a twelve step group you identify with, by all means attend meetings, bearing in mind that some non-AA twelve step groups aren’t keen on the Big Book. In fact, you may be asked not to reference it. That doesn’t mean you can’t find sponsees at those meetings. Wherever you get your sponsees from, there’s an AA principle that’s key: we attract rather than promote.119 That means the example of your own behavior is your best advertisement. Follow the rules of any group you attend and talk about your step work without referencing the Big Book if that’s their policy.

	If don’t have an affiliation with a twelve step group, you’re going to have to look elsewhere for your sponsees. Consider how you’re uniquely useful. Do you have a mental illness? A particular past tragedy? There are peer-based support groups and online forums for those populations. Figure out where people like you congregate. In the early days of AA, alcoholics went to bars to find their sponsees. You may need to go to the equivalent of a bar.

	Is it dangerous to go somewhere that might trigger your own dis‍-‍ease? The Big Book tells us that we “should not hesitate to visit the most sordid spot on earth”120 in pursuit of twelfth step work. If your motives are good, your higher power will keep you protected.

	It may be that you can attract sponsees simply by living your daily life—that as people see you have a new way of living, they’ll ask how you came by it, which will give you the opportunity to explain. You can recommend this book to someone who’s struggling. If it piques their interest, they’ll likely ask you to sponsor them.

	First contact

	The first thing we do is make a connection, showing our potential sponsee our unique usefulness. In what ways is our dis-ease similar to theirs? What experiences or thoughts or feelings do you have in common? Let them talk about their problems and share yours honestly.

	Then describe how working these steps has changed your attitude and your life. Admit that you’re not a spiritual guru or a perfect person. Let them know you don’t want to be their higher power but that you’re willing to guide them through these steps.

	Direct them to this book. Have them read the first three steps themselves. Perhaps also direct them to the first three steps in the Big Book. This book is a paraphrasing of that one. Though the Big Book may be written more specifically for alcoholics and in language that’s occasionally hard to follow, it’s our real text. At some point in your process, you should become acquainted with it and introduce it to your sponsees.

	After some initial conversation, I give my sponsees their reading assignment, and then I leave them to it, telling them to get back to me when they’re finished. That doesn’t mean I refuse to talk to them while they’re doing their reading, but I don’t hound them. One thing all people with sponsoring experience can tell you is that our sponsees have to want this for themselves. We can’t give it to them. The time we spend prodding them is wasted, because they have to have their own willingness and do their own work in order to have their own spiritual experience.

	Working together

	Once my sponsee has finished reading the first three steps on their own, we read them together, out loud, stopping to discuss key passages and concepts as we go along. This is how we in Hyannis format meetings do the first two steps: by reading the step, then asking a question.

	For step one, the question is: Do you admit that you’re powerless over [fill in the blank]?

	In step two, the question is: Do you now believe or are you willing to believe in a power greater than yourself?121

	If the sponsee can answer both of those questions satisfactorily, read step three with them.

	At the end of the step three reading, the sponsee has a decision to make. The Big Book tells us to give them time to make that decision (“think well before taking this step”122) and later cautions us in step twelve not to rush a new sponsee. Again, you can’t want this for them more than they want it for themselves, though I understand the urge to force it on people. It’s so wonderful! Why won’t they take it?

	When I hear back from my sponsee that they’re ready to take their third step, we say the prayer together, kneeling down and holding hands if that’s physically feasible. Now, they’re ready for step four.

	Remind them to say the Third Step Prayer at the beginning and end of every writing session123 and give them the instructions in this order:

	
		Make a list of people, principles and institutions with whom they’re angry

		Write out the resentments (causes and effects) for each entity on the list

		Sick Man’s Prayer

		Turnarounds

		Fear inventory

		Sex inventory



	Feed them the instructions one at a time, not giving them the next one until they’ve finished the prior one. They’ll probably read ahead in the book, and that’s fine, but if they have questions about future steps, just remind them which step they’re on and suggest they focus on that one.

	Check their work every so often. I’ve had the experience of a sponsee showing up to do their fifth step only to discover that their work was so disorganized they couldn’t match turnarounds to resentments. I’ve also seen turnarounds that weren’t much more than an amplification of the resentment. So take a peek now and then to make sure your sponsee is headed in the right direction.

	When they finish their fourth step, your real work begins. Now it’s time to hear a fifth step. This is a time-consuming process, but it’s also one of the most rewarding things you’ll ever do in your life. See Appendix II: How to Hear a Fifth Step for more detailed instructions.

	When your sponsee’s fifth step is complete, it’s time to turn them over to their higher power. Tell them to go home and take an hour to review their work before proceeding to steps six and seven on their own. Once they’ve said the Seventh Step Prayer, they’re cleared for steps eight, nine, ten, and eleven.

	Congratulations! Your work is done. You’ll still be a friend to this person, but your role is now one of colleague and mutual sick person striving to do better. You have a new tenth step buddy, too. Introduce your sponsee to other people in your tenth step network, if you have one, and be sure to set an example by making tenth step calls to them. In time, the network you didn’t have when you started this process will grow up around you.

	How not to work with others

	Here are some of the roles you’re not going to play for your sponsees: doctor, psychiatrist, relationship counsellor, therapist, career counsellor, financier, bondsman, enabler, validator. God.

	Remember that you started working the steps because your life was unmanageable. How are you going to tell someone else how to manage their life? Did you not see in your fourth step how little you know and how powerless you are? So please don’t take on the role of all-seeing, all-knowing just because you’re working with someone who’s earlier in their step work than you are. Both you and your sponsee are sick people doing the best you can. You both need to turn to God for strength and power.

	Sponsees are going to call us for advice. They’re going to look to us for ease and comfort. It’s what sick people do. But we should redirect them to God. That doesn’t mean we can’t be (briefly) sympathetic or can’t offer minor assistance of the sort we’d offer to any friend (a ride to a meeting, for example), but resist the temptation to respond to an outpouring of grief or anger with anything more than a referral back to God and the step work.

	“Have you prayed on that?”

	“How’s the writing going?”

	“What step are you on?”

	Those are the responses a Hyannis format Big Book Step Study sponsor has at the ready. Because we don’t have the answers, and even if we did, our sponsees wouldn’t listen! They didn’t get where they are by taking good advice.

	I was a mess when I started doing this step work, only a couple of months sober. My whole life was drama. Everything made me cry. My sponsor cheerfully took all my calls, listened to my woes, and then said, “Hmm, that’s a tricky one. You should pray on it.”

	That’s it! Pray on it! How was that helpful?

	Then one day when I was in tears over something, I reached for my phone to call her and stopped. Why bother when she was just going to tell me to pray? So you know what I did? I prayed. It was the first time I’d ever turned to God instead of a living substitute for God. My sponsor gave me something better than her. She gave me a higher power. I can stay sane and sober with or without her because I have God.

	When you feel like giving up

	The fact is, sponsees can be pretty difficult people. They’re sick. And without a program, they’re stuck in that sickness.

	I can’t predict every annoying thing your sponsees will do, but I can predict some of them: they won’t do their step work, they’ll bitch endlessly about their lives even though they aren’t doing their step work, they’ll show up late, they’ll cancel at the last minute, they won’t show up at all, they’ll relapse, they’ll disappear, they’ll demonstrate zero appreciation for the time you’re giving them, they’ll tell you you’re sponsoring wrong, they’ll turn to other people to get second opinions about the instructions you gave, they’ll tell you they’ve found a better/different sponsor.

	Go ahead and expect all of that right now. It’s going to happen. My friend Bill once told me I would hear fifteen third steps for every fifth step. I wish my odds were that good. What he didn’t tell me was that I’d hear several fifth steps for every person who makes it all the way to twelve. In other words, the odds are so grim that at some point you’re going to wonder why you’re bothering. If your twelfth step work isn’t having any effect, why not stick to steps ten and eleven?

	Because it doesn’t work. I’ve seen too many people walk away from sponsoring, and the results aren’t pretty. If they’re not sponsoring, they’re not going to meetings (or keeping in touch with other people working these steps). They stop doing tens. Then they stop doing eleven. Their behavior and attitude reverts, and before long they’re in full relapse.

	In order to stay on track with twelve, you need to do two things. First, remember that twelfth step work is you working your program. Our sponsees may not stay sane and sober, but we do. If you want to continue to reap the benefits of all the work you’ve done to this point, you need to keep on working. Stop working, and you’ll find out how quickly that sense of ease and comfort can evaporate.

	Secondly, don’t be shy about doing tenth steps on your sponsees. When someone stands you up or tells you off, do a turnaround on it. This will clear the resentment so you can continue twelfth step work with a positive attitude. You may get to a point where it feels like half the tenth step calls you make are about your sponsees. That’s okay. That means you’re doing it right.

	Despite how aggravating sponsees can be, they’re helping us more than we’re helping them. All we’re doing is walking them through some directions. They’re keeping us safe from the ravages of our dis-ease. It’s a pretty good trade.

	Finding the twelve steps in the Big Book

	The Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous is our original text. Here’s where you can find each step:124

	Step 1A (physical allergy) – The Doctor’s Opinion, page XXV

	Step 1B (mental obsession) – More About Alcoholism, page 30

	Step 2 – We Agnostics, page 44

	Step 3 – How it Works (page 58) up to the bottom of page 63

	Step 4 – from the last paragraph on page 63 to the end of the chapter

	Step 5 – Into Action (page 72) up to the bottom of page 75

	Steps 6 & 7 – 1st two paragraph on page 76

	Steps 8 & 9 – from just below step seven up to page 84

	Step 10 – page 84 to 85

	Step 11 – page 85 through end of chapter

	Step 12 – Working with Others, page 89


Step Twelve – Practicing These Principles

	The second half of step twelve covers all the rest of our lives. Not just program work—everything. “Practice these principles in all our affairs,”125 the step says.

	What are the principles we’re practicing? They can be summarized by the steps themselves. We should work steps ten, eleven, and twelve on a daily basis, and since step ten is basically a summary of steps four through nine, that gives us a lot of steps to work.

	More specifically, here are some of the principles discussed in the text.

	Faith without works is dead

	The Big Book references this concept from the Bible126 several times, telling us that spirituality doesn’t count for anything if it’s not being acted on. I love that the twelve steps are a program of action (maybe I’m not very good at silent contemplation), and I love that the action is spelled out for me in such concrete steps. I don’t need to figure anything out. I just have to do.

	You may have heard the popular saying “fake it till you make it” which is a catchy version of, “You can’t think your way into right action, but you can act your way into right thinking.”127 In Hyannis format meetings, we say, “Do now, understand later.”

	All of these expressions emphasize the action—the work. To sit in quiet contemplation on a mountain top free from the maddening world isn’t a luxury most of us have. Maybe we’d all be spiritually fit under those circumstances. The twelve steps are about being spiritually fit in our day-to-day lives—in good circumstances and in bad ones.

	When you’re feeling uncertain, do some ten, eleven, or twelve. Don’t worry about whether or not it’ll work. It will, but you don’t have to believe it will. Back in the step two reading, the Big Book likened God to electricity.128 When I flip a switch, a light comes on. I don’t have to believe that the light will come on or understand what makes it come on. I just have to flip the switch.

	In my darkest hours, I don’t believe. God still seems so tremendously unlikely to me sometimes. But even when I don’t believe, I know that if I flip the switch, the light will come on. I know it because I’ve flipped the switch a lot of times by now. Keep working the steps, and your faith will develop the strength of proof.

	Patience, tolerance, kindliness and love

	Patient and tolerant toward all—that’s what our program asks us to be. Yes, people will make us angry. They’ll behave in rude or disrespectful—even dangerous or harmful—ways. But we must remind ourselves that they’re sick and suffering, doing the best they can. The Sick Man’s Prayer should go with us always.

	When I first made it through these steps, I developed a bit of a superiority complex. One day I was pontificating to my partner about how spiritually fit people who’ve done their steps are, and he said, “You think you’re better than everyone else.” And the truth was, I did. I’d done all this work. I’d had a spiritual awakening. I worked steps ten, eleven, and twelve on a daily basis. Wasn’t I better than people who hadn’t done those things?

	I knew that couldn’t be the right attitude, so I discussed it with my friend Mark, and he said something I’ve always remembered. “We’re not better than, we’re just better off.”

	Wow, that really hit home for me. What had I ever done to deserve the miracle of these steps in my life? Yes, I’d done the steps themselves—a lot of work—but I’d watched other people make an attempt at doing the steps only to find themselves unable to follow through. Those people were doing the best they could. Their sickness, or their circumstances, prevented them from receiving the solution I’d been so lucky to receive.

	I once heard grace defined as something you get that you don’t deserve. These steps are God’s grace to me. I can’t look down on others for being stuck in their sickness. I can’t resent them for acting out of that sickness. I can only be very, very grateful that I was given this program and had the willingness to work it.

	We can apply this line of thinking to any way in which we see ourselves as superior. Better educated? In better shape financially or physically? You’re simply better off—lucky to have been put in the right position with the right mindset to take advantage of an opportunity placed in front of you at the right time. Not everyone gets that chance or is able to take advantage of it.

	Trust and rely on God

	If you ever want to read an amazingly inspirational book about being brave enough to do God’s will in the worst circumstances, check out The Hiding Place by Corrie ten Boom. We should all have as deep and abiding a faith as Corrie’s sister Betsie, so we could all be as useful and content as she was.

	If we’re doing what God would have us do, we need have no fear about what other people think of us. God may call on us to do things that not everyone agrees with. People may get angry at us for things that aren’t our fault. We don’t need to change their minds or our actions. We don’t need to justify or explain. We don’t have to fight because someone else wants to fight. And we don’t have to prove our innocence to someone who’s not our judge.

	Progress, not perfection

	The key to this process is progress, not perfection.129 We will continue to “grow in understanding and effectiveness”130 as long as we keep working, but if we fail to enlarge our spiritual life, we’re sure to find ourselves slipping backwards. Sometimes I think of my disease as a conveyor belt heading into a wood chipper. If I’m standing still, I’m getting closer to the wood chipper. I need to be constantly moving in the other direction.

	That said, one of the people I need to be reminded to treat with patience and tolerance is myself. I’m a human being—a sick human being who will continue to make mistakes and do harm, even though I don’t want to. I’ll take actions that have unforeseen consequences. I’ll blurt out hurtful things I regret saying. I’ll balk and resist when I should be doing my step work. Under no circumstances will any of us become saints. It tells us so right in the Big Book.131

	There’s a line in a song I like that says it takes time to turn the Titanic around.132 This is you! You’ve been like an ocean liner headed for disaster. You can’t just spin on a dime, no matter how hard you crank the wheel. But if you keep turning the wheel a little every day, you’ll eventually find yourself headed in the right direction.

	Can you make closer contact with your higher power today? Is there someone you could be helping right now? Wouldn’t you feel better on a day-to-day basis if you did more tens more immediately? These are the questions we should ask ourselves, always looking to trust and rely more fully on our higher power.

	Thy will, not mine, be done

	“Thy will, not mine, be done,” is a great walking-around prayer for me because I’m susceptible to the mistaken assumption that God and I have the same will. It’s not my will that should be done, no matter how super-fantastic I think it would be.

	“We are in the world to play the role He assigns,”133 the Big Book tells us. This attitude change—from how can I get what I want? to how can I be of service to God?—is the biggest shift that comes as a result of doing this work. All my life, I’ve been telling myself the lie that I’d be happier if I got what I wanted, but the truth is in the St. Francis prayer:

	Lord, make me an instrument of your peace:

	where there is hatred, let me sow love;

	where there is injury, pardon;

	where there is doubt, faith;

	where there is despair, hope;

	where there is darkness, light;

	where there is sadness, joy.

	 

	O divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek

	to be consoled as to console,

	to be understood as to understand,

	to be loved as to love.

	For it is in giving that we receive,

	it is in pardoning that we are pardoned,

	and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.134

	When we concentrate on how we can be helpful to others instead of on our own desires, we feel better. Not only do we feel better, the people around us feel better too, and the result is that we get treated better. Everything spirals upwards.

	When we concentrate on our sickness, we tend to act out that sickness, and the spiral goes the other way. We get stuck in a self-pity pit, alone and afraid, without purpose or relief.

	 


Conclusion

	Trudging the road of happy destiny

	At the end of Hyannis format Big Book Step Study meetings, we like to read the last few paragraphs on page 164. They’re a good summary of the work we’ve done and our plan for moving forward, and they end like this: “You are sure to meet some of us as you trudge the road of happy destiny.” Trudge doesn’t sound like a very happy word, does it? Why aren’t we skipping down the road of destiny if it’s such a happy one?

	Many years before doing this process, back when my alcoholism was still young but my feelings of being restless, irritable, and discontented were already flourishing, I went to a psychologist. I told him my life was flat and empty, filled with tedious, repetitive chores and responsibilities—what we call adulthood, I suppose. I told him I wanted to be cured of laundry, and he told me laundry wasn’t curable. This was life, apparently. I was supposed to resign myself to it.

	I didn’t resign myself. Instead I went through years of ever-increasing alcoholism, swinging from one high to the next, dipping into unbearable lows between the highs, living a life full of adventure and drama and misery and angst.

	You can’t cure laundry. That’s the truth. But you can be grateful for washing machines, for the clothes you own, for the time to do it. You can spend the time while the dryer is spinning resenting your life, or you can spend it being of service or resting in quiet contemplation. In other words, life will always be a bit of a trudge, but it can be a happy trudge.

	One day I came across a quote which I’ve never been able to find again, so I can’t give you the source and I’m only paraphrasing, but it went something like this: “We can never be free until what we have to do and what we want to do are the same thing.”

	Our lives are made up of a million things we have to do, all of which are tied to things we’re lucky to have. We have to do laundry because we’re lucky to have clothes. We have to mow the lawn because we’re lucky to have a yard. We have to make dinner for the kids because we’re lucky to have kids. We have to go to work because we’re lucky to have a job. We have to listen to our significant other yammer on about their day because we’re lucky we found a partner to share our life with.

	Whether we view the things in our lives as burdens or blessings depends on our spiritual fitness. Sure, resentments will pop up against the people and tasks clamoring for our attention, but we have tools to work through those resentments so that we can go back to seeing our children, our significant others, our homes, and our jobs as the blessings they are.

	Never let up on this program of spiritual action, not even when you don’t believe it’ll work. Keep trudging that destined road and it will, in fact, be happy more days than not.

	Did you do it?

	As we say in AA: it works if you work it. So if you’ve arrived at this point in the book and don’t feel any different than when you started, I have to ask if you actually did the steps or just read about them. You may be thinking that this way of life sounds really good if you could do it, while at the same time already deciding you can’t.

	Maybe you can’t, but God can. Give your higher power a chance to work this miracle in your life by doing the footwork. Execute these simple instructions, one at a time, as honestly and thoroughly as you can, and leave the rest up to God. But you have to do it. Simply reading about it won’t have an effect.

	Step twelve starts, “Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these steps…” Spiritual awakenings don’t come from sitting around waiting for them. They come as the result of these steps. So if you arrived at this chapter by reading without doing, it’s time to go back and start at the beginning again, and this time actually follow each instruction as you come to it.

	It works. It really does.

	May we meet somewhere along your road of happy destiny, and may God bless you and keep you until then.


Appendix I: Stories

	The Angry Doormat by Sue P.

	Becoming a Go-Giver by Charlie C.

	Breathe In, Scream Out by JD M.

	Introduced to Sanity by Melinda M.

	Miracles Began to Happen by Ennie F.

	Never Again by Julie A.

	The Only Life I Have by Kim M.

	Same Headboard, Different Me by Kimberly S.


The Angry Doormat

	by Sue P.

	Sometimes when I was at a Hyannis format AA meeting, I’d hear someone identify themself as being from Al-Anon, AA’s sister organization for those affected by alcoholics. At first I didn’t understand what they were doing there, but it turns out they’re just like me. They don’t have a physical addiction to alcohol, but they have the same resentments and fears, and these steps work in their lives the same way they work in mine.

	It was largely thanks to Sue and others like her that I formed the desire to share this solution with a more diverse group of people. We all deserve to be happy, joyous, and free, just like Sue.

	I grew up in a family deeply affected by alcoholism, but I didn’t know it. My grandfather was an active alcoholic until the day he died, but we didn’t live with him so I didn’t see what the problem was. The person who caused chaos in my house was my father (his son) who was an untreated Al-Anon.

	Living with my father was kind of like living with a time bomb that could explode at any moment. He was always full of anger, and if everything around him wasn’t perfect (according to his definition of perfection), that anger could come exploding outward. So to survive in my house, I had to figure out what his definition of perfection was at any moment and how to make that happen. In other words, I learned that it was my job to keep my father happy and my fault if he wasn’t happy. I became a people pleaser.

	But here’s the twist, I had to but I didn’t want to. I did everything I could to keep him happy, but I also resented it. I became an angry doormat. I’m sure there were other ways to react, like rebellion or running away, and I sometimes tried those, but people-pleasing was the one that produced the best results for me.

	To be a really good people pleaser, you have to get very good at reading people: their moods, their facial expressions and nonverbal cues as well as learn to read between the lines of their words. I spent a lot of time focusing on my father, diagnosing his feelings and thoughts. I also became good at keeping the environment “perfect.”

	By the time I was twelve, I was a great housekeeper and organizer. I became very bossy with my brothers to keep them in line as well (you can imagine how well that went over with them, especially my older brother). I learned to play the perfect child: good in school and interested in the same things my dad was. But it wasn’t real, it was my armor. Sometimes it got exhausting, and then I switched to fighting back or rebelling, but that never lasted long.

	As I grew up, I brought my people-pleasing skills into other relationships and found it worked a lot of the time. Every roommate I ever had loved me because I kept the place clean, even their stuff. I excelled in school. I didn’t get into trouble. I was a good girlfriend.

	I looked good on the outside, but there were signs that all was not well. Because people-pleasing was so exhausting, I found that I kept people at arms’ length emotionally. Those who I did get close to often felt I was insincere and untrustworthy. And I was, because I became whatever I felt the person I was with wanted me to be. I was constantly changing. No one saw the real me, because I didn’t know who the real me was!

	There was another side effect of people-pleasing that got me into trouble: I was the perfect mark for control freaks.

	In graduate school I dated a man who wanted to mold me into his definition of perfection, and I was eager to be molded. At first. He made me over with clothes, hairstyle and manicures, then convinced me to change my school and move in with him. We sold my car and cut ties with everyone I knew. Then it stopped being fun. We argued constantly, and I wanted out, but I was without my own resources at that point and didn’t know what to do.

	Getting out was the most difficult thing I’d ever done up to that point, but I did it. I walked away with nothing except school debt owed to his mother. I saw a counselor during this time who was the first person to point out my people-pleasing. It was a beginning.

	I wish I could say I learned my lesson from that situation but I didn’t. People-pleasing was all I knew, and I continued to rely on it for many years with many good results: success at work, more happy roommates. But the bad results were worse. When I couldn’t take being a doormat anymore I would go to the opposite extreme and take care of myself at everyone else’s expense.

	Then I fell in love and married a man I felt I could be myself with. We had kids and a good life. I was happy. Except I wasn’t. I loved everything about my life except me. I wanted to be a better person and stop my old behaviors, but I didn’t know how.

	Everything came to a head when I got cancer and thought I was going to die. I realized that I couldn’t put it off any longer, I had to find a way to change.

	My husband is a sober alcoholic. He works a Big Book Step Study program in Alcoholics Anonymous, goes to meetings, and sponsors many men through the twelve steps. Over our years together, I’ve seen men show up at our house looking like deer in the headlights—what I thought of as losers. Then these men would work the program with my husband over a period of time. Often when I met them again, I’d be amazed by the men of integrity and direction they’d become.

	I’d seen this happen many times, so when I hit my bottom and realized I needed help, I already knew there was a solution. But that solution was for alcoholics. There was no Big Book Step Study for Al-Anons in my state, but I was desperate enough to not let that stop me. I drove three hours to a meeting in the next state where I could find a sponsor.

	After the meeting, I approached a woman and asked her to sponsor me. She must have thought I was nuts, but she agreed. And we began to work together. We read from the Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous and I tried to see how I was like the alcoholic. At first it was really difficult. I didn’t see where I had a physical allergy to any outside substance like alcohol or drugs. I was also completely unable to see where I had mental blank spots or how God could do anything for me.

	What did get my attention was the description of the actor trying to control the whole play in step three. Sometimes this actor was kind and sometimes she was mean, but always she had an ulterior motive: to make the play go her way.

	I realized that this was me. I’d been trying to control the play my whole life. I had given my father the role of playwright, his idea of perfection was the script. I’d taken on the role of director, and everyone else was supposed to do what the script said. Sometimes other people gave me the script, but it was always my job to make the world around us comply with it. And I always had to comply too.

	After reading step three with my sponsor, I realized this book was about me. My addiction was making other people happy with me. I was restless, irritable and discontented until I could once again feel the ease and comfort that came with knowing someone was happy with me.

	I’d given God’s job of playwright to my father, my boyfriend, my roommates, to anyone I’d ever met. They’d been gods to me, telling me how to live my life. I took one of God’s jobs too—the job of director. Taking others’ wishes as gospel, I thought it was my job to make everyone around me do what I “knew” was the right thing.

	I never considered that I was involved in things that were none of my business. I was sure I was doing good. Look at how clean and organized I was! How educated, how successful. But on the inside I was miserable, lost and out of ideas.

	So I decided to give the God idea a try. I made a decision to give God back His jobs and to just be an actor. I started to write my fourth step so I could get a better idea of what my part in all of this had been. I began to see that my father was just a human being, with faults and fears of his own. And that my reactions to people—like taking things personally and thinking other people’s opinions of me were truth—were the real problem.

	Most importantly, I learned that my fear that I wasn’t good enough if everyone (and I mean everyone) didn’t approve of me was the real source of my unhappiness. Gratefully, I also learned that God could relieve me of this fear. In fact, God could solve all my problems.

	I came to realize that I had to get my directions and approval only from God. That meant I had to keep my spiritual life clean and organized. When I messed up, which I did—a lot—I had to make amends to the people I’d harmed. I started by making amends to people I’d harmed in the past when I was playing director.

	I also made amends to my dad for my part in our many arguments. I didn’t look at his part, because I’d given that back to God. It was none of my business. The moment I made my amends to him, all my anger (forty-three years of it) disappeared and has never returned. I was the angry doormat no more.

	I’ve continued to work my program, keeping my conscious contact with God and working with others who have struggled the way I did. In this way, I continue to be blessed with spiritual progress. I will never be perfect, and that’s okay. I am happy, joyous, and free today in a way I never experienced for the first forty plus years of my life.

	My parents just visited me this week, and it was amazing to be able to think of them in a loving and compassionate way. They, like me, were given the family disease of alcoholism. They didn’t want it or deserve it. They’ve done their best, and with God’s help I now see that they did pretty well.

	My job today is to keep the focus on working my program, just for today. Each day I ask God for the knowledge of his will for me and the power to carry it out. I can now see that other people’s opinions, even their opinions of me, are just opinions, not truth. And that when I am doing what God would have me do, I feel good about me. I feel full and complete. 


Becoming a Go-Giver

	by Charlie C.

	Charlie has a very big Big Book, one he’s made himself in print large enough that he can read it. He also has a career as a motivational speaker and a book on Amazon, but when I asked him if he’d contribute something—without compensation of any kind—to this book, he didn’t hesitate. Like all of us, Charlie wants to give freely of what has been freely given to him because, like all of us, Charlie has found a new sense of purpose and direction as a result of doing these steps.

	I was nine in 1976, and there was a big bicentennial party at my parents’ house. The kids were all upstairs watching TV, and I remember going down to get some orange soda for me and my friend Debbie. It seemed like the adults were having a lot more fun than us, so I took a bottle of gin and poured some in my orange soda. I gave Debbie her cup, and before I drank from mine, I told her to smell it. She said it was disgusting, and it was disgusting, but I choked it down. And I got this calming. Just a feeling of, Oh jeez, what the heck was that?

	Shortly thereafter, about third grade, I was pulled out of class to take a vision test. I wasn’t able to read to the bottom of the chart, only made it to the second to last line. I’m the fifth of six kids, and I had an older brother and an older sister who were also struggling to see the chalkboard and print, so we went to doctors and psychiatrists and learning difficulty experts who tried to figure out what was going on with us. Eventually someone suggested we go to Mass Eye & Ear in Boston. Not just me—all six of us.

	We jumped in our big old Plymouth station wagon with the wood paneling and the seat facing backwards. In those days, the back window would go down, and cars didn’t have catalytic converters, so the exhaust would come out the back of the car and wrap right up and come in. My dad was up front smoking a pipe, my mom was smoking Pall Malls, and we were on our way to Mass Eye & Ear. That’s just the way it was. We went in for two full days of testing, and at the end of the testing there were these two guys in white jacket with long beards.

	They looked like Dead Heads, but they were scientists—very good retina specialists. They sat us down as a family and told us that four out of the six of us had a rare eye disease called juvenile macular degeneration. And I happened to be one of them.

	At nine, I didn’t know what self-esteem was, but I was already talking to myself. The most important conversation I have every day is the one I have with myself. It happens all day long. And from that day on, the conversation shifted. Self-doubt started cropping up.

	For the next year and a half, we continued to go up to Boston every quarter as a study. I assumed the doctors were going to cure me or fix me, and I didn’t mind going. I got out of school, and we stayed at a hotel where we got to go swimming and run up and down the hallways. But the testing was grueling—all this stuff in my eyes and electromagnetics hooked to me.

	The last visit came, and we sat in that same room. Both doctors came in and thanked us for our service. Then they told us there was nothing they could do for us. I remember that feeling. Something inside me just dropped. They weren’t going to give me a pill? Not even glasses? At the time, I didn’t want to wear glasses, because what would people think of me, but glasses weren’t even an option.

	I was going to be a jet fighter pilot, professionally race cars and motorcycles. I was going to be Magnum PI, drive a Ferrari, have a gun, solve people’s problems and look good. But they said, “There’s nothing we can do. You’re a loser.” That’s what I heard. It’s not what they said, but it’s what I heard. They handed my mom a long piece of paper with some guidelines we should live by: No more sports. Be very careful. Colors are going to get tough to see. Over time, it’s a progressive illness. (I have a lot of experience with those.) It never gets better, only worse.

	I’ll never forget one day when I was in seventh grade. I entered school into a long hallway with lockers and kids and noise, all the clinking and the people and the chatter. And I couldn’t really see their faces. By this time, they were putting me in the front of the class, and when my teacher wrote on the chalkboard, I could hear the clackety-clank noise and see some of what she was writing, but some of it was missing.

	Then she said, “Let’s turn to page so and so. We’re going to read out of the book.” And I remember thinking, I gotta get outta here. I gotta run. As the reading got near me, my heart started to pound. I was sweating. I was so anxious. I could still read at that time, but I read slowly and other kids would call me retarded, dumb, or the kids would say, “Why do you hold the book so close? Why don’t you get a pair of glasses?” If I could’ve, I would’ve. By then, I would have.

	And then off to gym class to play dodge ball. Dodge ball sucks when you can’t see. It’s fun to throw the ball, but not fun getting it thrown at you. There were two captains who picked the kids, and I got picked last, which further assured me that I was the loser. That was where my belief system was going, and it got proven in gym class.

	So that was a tough day. I left school, my head hung low, thinking, This is not good. I don’t like this life game. When I got home, my mother asked how my day was, and I told her it was fine. There was no way I was going to share how I was feeling—I didn’t even have the words back then—but I’m full of fear, Mom. I don’t fit in. All the kids are smarter and better than me. To be quite frank, can I never go to school again? I don’t like it. I couldn’t say any of that.

	I just told her it was fine. And she said, “Oh, by the way, you got a big piece of mail.” I was thirteen. I never got mail. So finally something good in my day—like a present. It was a big envelope. I ripped it open and dumped out the contents. A piece of paper came out, and in large print it said, “You have been declared legally blind by the State of Connecticut.” It was my certificate of blindness.

	First those two doctors said I was a loser, now my whole state confirmed it. They sent it to me in a certificate. Gee, I can’t wait to run upstairs and hang this on my wall right next to my Farrah Fawcett poster. Why would they send me that? I didn’t ask for this. Why was I legally blind? What did it mean? To me, it meant I was classified by the whole state as a loser. I didn’t think about being able to get services and help. I didn’t want any of that. I didn’t want to be me. That was what I wanted.

	That was when my drinking really escalated. I wasn’t a daily drinker yet, but as soon as Friday hit, it was both nights. Then marijuana kicked in. Every day after school, I could get some relief from the tension of walking around with my head low thinking about what a loser I was. I had the constant fear of what others thought of me. I was imprisoned by people. The only way I could come out of my shell was if I lubed up with some Boone’s Farm.

	From Boone’s Farm Wine I moved on to Piels, then Molson. I didn’t know I had another progressive illness on top of my eye disease, even though alcoholism killed my grandmother, my grandfather, two uncles. On both sides of the family, it was killing. But we’re an Irish family. You don’t talk about that. He had a bad heart. A car cut off my uncle, and he swerved and hit a tree. The truth is, he was drunk. It had nothing to do with a car cutting him off. But that was the story. It was always something else. So I never knew that my suffering was coming from me. I always thought it was coming from outside of me.

	I went to a Catholic high school where I had to wear a tie and jacket every day. I wanted to go to the public school where they could smoke pot at break and have fun, not to this strict school. There were sixteen hundred kids, and in my mind I was number sixteen hundred, the lowest loser in the whole school. I walked around with that thought. I don’t belong here. These guys are smart. I’m not smart. This class is hard. They put me in the front row, and I still can’t see. There was never a winning thought all day. If somebody gave me a compliment, it crushed me. I hated it. I thought they were lying to me.

	I pole vaulted in high school. I had a lot of friends. I went to concerts. I had a girlfriend. I had so many good things going on. But I didn’t see them because the biggest struggle in my life was learning—was somebody knowing more than I did and trying to teach it to me when my brain was locked. So I proceeded to do extremely badly in school. I proceeded to be in remedial classes. I proceeded to suffer and spiral. The deeper the suffering, the more alcohol and drugs it took to get me out of it.

	I couldn’t have three beers anymore. Why all of a sudden if I wanted to stop at five, was I having eight? Why was I hiding it from my friends? Why was I sneaking a can from somebody else’s case and drinking it fast, hiding the empty, and then coming out with a different one. I didn’t party like the other kids. I was sneaky. And there were times I went across this line where I got mean. I said things I wished I hadn’t. Then there were the nights where hours went by and I wasn’t there, but I was. Blackouts started for me at a very young age. The progression of my suffering and my self-doubt and my negativity was growing, and because of that, my solution, which was alcohol and drugs, was growing.

	I barely made it out of high school. By that time I had gotten in trouble quite a few times. I’d already crashed my parents’ car. I had to steal it, because of being legally blind, but I needed to drive because the State of Connecticut told me I’d never get a driver’s license. I said, “Watch. I can drive.” Maybe if I’d done it sober, I would’ve done a little better, but it didn’t occur to me to drive until I started drinking.

	My parents expected us all to go to college, so I went to college. On the first day, I walked into a room with what seemed like eight hundred other kids. Even from the front, the professor was a long way away, not like in my little high school classrooms. I remember looking over my shoulder at all the people in the room, knowing for a fact that each and every one of them was looking down at me wondering why I was there, thinking I wasn’t smart enough. I was paralyzed with fear.

	I made it a couple of months, then went home under the influence one night and had the liquid courage to tell my parents I didn’t want to go to college. I told them I was going to kill myself if they made me go, and they said okay. I was so surprised. Because I was doing it for them, not for me.

	I have four sisters and one brother. Four out of the six of us are legally blind from this eye disease. My older brother and sister did well in school. I would say to my brother, “Stop being such a geek. You’re making me look bad.” What he was really doing was making me see inside of me, showing me that I could do it too. If he could do it, I could do it, but I couldn’t. I was so blocked.

	After I dropped out of college, I got numb. I went to a lot of Grateful Dead concerts. My drug usage moved on to cocaine, LSD at times, all sorts of alcohol. Alcohol was always sprinkled in somehow. I did construction for tennis courts. I worked in the ski industry. I did some other odd jobs. But the fear of walking into a place to work petrified me—just the fear of taking on anything new.

	I did a lot of things so you would like me. If someone jumped off a rock into the water, I had to jump off a higher rock. I’d be petrified, but I had to do it. Go off that ski jump, jump off the chair lift before it’s at the top, do a helicopter stunt. I was driven by a fear that was going to kill me. Maybe one of the stunts would kill me or the amount of alcohol and drugs I put in me or maybe I’d take my own life. But it was getting really hard to live at that time.

	One day I was coming back from a Grateful Dead concert at Madison Square Garden on the train with some buddies, and I decided to step onto the rubbery thing between the cars. I could see right out of the train, so I stuck my head out. Then I did it again. I could tell people were watching, so I pulled myself all the way out of the train. I stood on the stairs for a moment, then I jumped back in.

	I called my buddies over, and this time I climbed partway up the ladder on the outside of the train. There was the rush of air and the thrum of the locomotive and all the power. I came back down and convinced some of my friends to come with me. I was a leader back in those days, though I didn’t know it. Unfortunately I was leading people down a pretty hairy path. So I got two of my buddies to follow me out, and I went all the way to the top. I decided to stand on top of the train hands-free and show off. What could be better than that?

	The train shifted, and I lost my footing. When I fell over, I grabbed the electric cable and twelve thousand volts went through my body. It shut down the entire train system. I remember sitting beneath the cars of the train screaming, “My arm, my arm.” I was sizzling. It was all over me. When electricity goes in the body, not only does it damage where it goes in, but it has to exit, so it travels through the body and it blows out in all different places. It should’ve blown off my leg. Well, it should’ve killed me. That’s what they told me.

	The next thing I remember is being in an ambulance, and they’re pouring water over me, starting at my head and pouring down to my feet, and by the time they would get to my mid-section, my head would be sizzling again. They poured one bottle after another, kept soaking me in water, until I got to the Bridgeport Burn Unit.

	I was burned all over my body. The electricity exited both ankles, both knees, the tops of my thighs, under both armpits, put a massive hole in my side. And it trashed my right arm. They ended up doing a fasciotomy on me to save it from amputation, but I had to redo my whole life. I couldn’t walk, couldn’t use my arm, couldn’t do anything. I had to retrain my body.

	They sent in a psychiatrist who asked me how many beers I’d had on the train, but it had nothing to do with alcohol. It had everything to do with the conductor who made the train wiggle. I’d never taken responsibility for any of my debacles, for any of my suffering. It wasn’t me. It was always you. It was always God. It was the teacher. It was the car. It wasn’t me.

	But something weird came over me while I was recovering. I started getting out of myself and sitting with others, seeing how I could help them. I would get in a wheelchair and go on one arm down the hallway into other people’s rooms and ask what was going on with them. I served every other burn unit on that floor, whether it was racing my remote control car up and down the hall, trying to get it into their rooms while they egged me on, the people who died while I was in their rooms comforting them, the plaques I got from two families for helping their children heal.

	The doctors told me I’d be in the hospital for three months, and I was out in three and a half weeks. That was a miracle. The power of me getting out of my room and helping others healed me. I stopped thinking about myself, and I got better.

	The day I got out of the hospital, I went to a bar to celebrate. What else do you do? I was the king, superman. I might be banged up, but I got free drinks. That lasted about three weeks—the feeling of being great, all the accolades and attention. Then it stopped, and my drinking and drugging escalated again.

	I was the guy who was never going to amount to anything, because how could I? I’d barely made it out of high school. I couldn’t see to the end of the room. I couldn’t drive. The only thing working in my life was alcohol, and I was beginning to see I couldn’t handle that either. I hadn’t admitted it was a problem yet, but I was aware of it. I tried to control it, but it didn’t get controlled.

	At that point I was cutting the lawn at a motorcycle dealership once a week to get a credit for my dirt bike. I was a good motocross rider, and I was also a good mechanic. I could take a motorcycle down to the frame. I could repaint it, put all new parts in it, work on the motor, put it all back together and go out riding.

	Up to that point, I only saw behind me—my miserable day. Never once did I think ahead. If I thought about the future, it was a dreadful, scary place. So my visualization was all the screw ups I’d done and how today was going to suck. That was where I lived.

	But I was cutting the lawn this one day, and it was a beautiful day in the sun. The wind was blowing, and I remember standing there after I put the motorcycles back, smelling the fresh cut grass, and in that moment I got a tap on my shoulder and it was this long-bearded, ZZ Top-looking dude named Jimbo. Jimbo owned the motorcycle dealership, which made him the luckiest man on earth in my mind. I loved everything about that business.

	I figured Jimbo was going to fire me, that he’d realized he had a legally blind loser cutting his lawn and didn’t want him anymore. But instead he asked me if I wanted to work there. I was dying to work there, but there was no way I could. I wasn’t smart enough. I couldn’t see, and I didn’t have an education.

	I went to bed that night—this bed I’d lain in for many, many years, crying myself to sleep, looking up at the god of my misunderstanding and saying, Please take me. I don’t want to get up another day. I don’t want to face this life. But that night, I didn’t cry. I didn’t battle. I slept. That was one of the points in my life where I was getting close to figuring out a way to end it. It was either end it or take the big risk, do something different.

	So the next day, I blasted in the door and told Jimbo, “I’m going to take that job, but you have to know that I’m legally blind and I’m going to need some help around here.” And he said, “I’ve watched you over the past few years, and I believe in you. I believe you’re someone we want on our team.” I was like, what? Somebody believes in me? I didn’t believe in myself. At all. I needed that more than anything in my life.

	That was when I surrendered to my eye disease. I called the State of Connecticut and asked for help. I had a counselor who was blind, and he was so excited. Because he believed in me too. He showed up at my business with adaptive technology—a reading machine that enlarged everything, a lamp that made it bright, a pen that wrote dark, and a computer with large print. I started reading and learning, and all of a sudden my brain started lighting up.

	Drinking? Not interested. I’d found a new drug—work. I learned the computer, I repainted the business, I fixed the gardens. I hung signs everywhere in large print. I made it so I could perform better. And business picked up. I was on fire. A year went by, and I was a million-dollar salesman. In three years, I went from cutting the grass to being vice president and part owner of a multimillion dollar corporation.

	But life got hard again. They told me in sales training that the number one thing for success was eye contact. For me, eye contact is touching noses, which doesn’t go over well in the motorcycle business. As I look at a person straight ahead of me, my eyes veer off. So when they told me that eye contact was critical for success, all I could think was, Here comes the big loser back. Overnight, everything got difficult. I hid my eye disease, I hid the tools in my office. I wouldn’t ask for help anymore. The pressure of life got so great that I pulled the whole structure down on my head.

	I didn’t know it back then, but I had a progressive illness. I hadn’t been drinking because I was too busy, but as soon as I started again, boom. I rode a motorcycle under the influence that first night. I never knew if I’d go home at a reasonable hour or shut the bar down. I might decide to jump on a motorcycle or an ATV or, if there was snow, a snowmobile, and go shred it. I could go into a blackout and come to in another part of town—legally blind, blacked out, and drunk. After multiple accidents and debacles and using cocaine on the job, my partners had had enough, and I lost everything.

	I did a couple of stints in rehab, and when I got out, I became an attendant at a gas station. I still owned part of the motorcycle company, but I couldn’t even go there anymore. The board of directors had kicked me out. So I was a gas station attendant. Talk about learning to be humble. I didn’t know what resentments were back then, but boy did I have them. I was concerned about the world and the people around me and how they thought of me and how I was angry at everything and everybody, and I was stuck in that for about six years.

	When I took stock of my life, I saw that there had been two big transformations: when I served those people in the hospital and got well myself. Then again when I accepted help and introduced equipment into my life. I decided to combine those two by opening a store for people with failing eyesight, where I could help other people get the help they needed.

	The business did well. Year after year, it grew. I had everything again. I had two beautiful daughters and a beautiful wife, a beautiful house, plenty of money in the bank. I was on TV and radio, and I was named Connecticut Employer of the Year. I had a thirty-three foot boat. I had an ATV and motorcycles. But I wasn’t happy.

	My employees weren’t making me happy. Customers irritated me. State agencies didn’t buy enough from me. Even on a good sales day, all I could think was that it could’ve been more. I had the disease of more. More, more, more. I gotta feed this hole inside of me.

	I was sitting on my boat one night, and it was beautiful. One of the best nights down at the marina. The sun was setting, there was a light breeze, the lines were clicking on the mast. I always loved that sound. It was a calm water night, and I was sitting on the bridge of my boat with my arms folded thinking I need a bigger boat. This boat sucks. And it was beautiful. It was perfect. There was nothing wrong with it.

	I went down to the dock where a bunch of my buddies were sitting around drinking and asked if I could have one. I’d never told them I was an alcoholic, because I wouldn’t dare share that. So I had a Mike’s Lemonade with them, then went back to the boat. And nothing happened.

	I remember thinking, I can’t believe I believed those suckers all those years. I hadn’t gone to AA for five or six years at that point. I certainly didn’t get involved. I didn’t do what they talked about—helping others. I was too busy helping myself and building a life. So I remember thinking, I don’t want another drink. I must not be alcoholic anymore. I can’t wait until next week.

	The next week I had two Mike’s Lemonades. Two. I could control it. I went back to my boat, and then something happened. My body told me to have another one. So I went up to the marina restaurant for dinner and while I sat there, I had a vodka and Diet Coke. I didn’t even drink vodka and Diet Coke, but it seemed like something I could hide pretty well. Then I had five more. The next thing I knew, I came to in a strip joint. I was asking one of the dancers if she knew where I could get cocaine. It’d been six years without anything, and that one night, everything crumbled.

	I went back to AA after that. People rubbed my back and told me it was going to be okay. Stick with the winners. We’ll help you. And that started my journey of relapse, because they were lying to me. It wasn’t going to be okay. I have a progressive illness in my eyes, and I have a progressive illness in the disease of alcoholism. I was getting sicker rapidly.

	I found crack cocaine, and with that I could hit a place of peace and ease and contentment and connection. Every fear in my life dropped from me. I found God. I found a solution. Because alcohol had stopped working. Pot had definitely stopped working. Sniffing cocaine had stopped working. Everything I was seeking—money, power, prestige, everything I was striving for—had stopped working.

	But in crack cocaine, I found something that worked again, and I ran that down. I hurt my wife, my children. I almost destroyed my very successful business and the livelihoods of the people who worked for me. They had to hire attorneys and cut me off from the company I’d founded in order to protect it. I went to seven rehabs. I did everything. And I still got sicker.

	It wasn’t just the suffering as a result of the consequences of my addictive actions—the debacles, the hospitals, the rehabs—it was the suffering in between. I know better, I should know better. I remember collapsing after a run, thinking how it wouldn’t have happened if I’d called my sponsor or if this or if that. I had no idea I’d lost the power of choice at that time.

	I didn’t know this was bigger than me. I thought if I did good at work, did good at home, asked for help, went to a meeting—if I did all that, I’d be fine. But I’d been doing all that and I would make it three, six months, and then use again. I started self-doubting. That I’m a loser talk came back.

	I’ll never forget when I finally surrendered. I flipped a couch and kicked a chair. All this energy came out of my body. I fell down on the floor and I was crying. I knew I needed help.

	I started going to a meeting where they told me it wasn’t going to be okay, that I was going to die. Well, I kind of liked that other meeting better, the one where they rubbed my back, but I’d found a place where they spoke the truth. I’d found a place where they could help me by guiding me through a twelve step process to really see the problem of this disease of alcoholism, which was very similar to my eye disease in that it had a physical component and a mental component.

	So I went through the steps. I learned that when I drank or did any drug, I couldn’t stop. I also learned there was a mental blank spot in my life. It had nothing to do with what was outside of me. It had to do with my thinking process. It could be the brightest day, not a cloud on the horizon, everything going good, money flowing in, and a thought could pop into my head that says, You know what would make it better? A couple of puffs. And my disease would believe that. I’d take action on that thought, because I didn’t have the power not to.

	Through doing the steps, I saw that my real problem was fear. I was afraid of waking up and facing the day—of breathing, of walking into a room, of raising my hand. Never once did I answer a question in school. Even if I knew the answer, I wouldn’t dare, because if I was even a little bit wrong and they laughed at me, I would rather be dead.

	Fear robbed me of a life. I thought it was my eye disease that was robbing me. I thought it was God. I thought it was my parents. I thought it was everyone around me. But it was me robbing me of life, and thank God for this process because the solution had to come from a power greater than me. These steps solved my problem. They restored my vision. We don’t see with our eyes; we see with our brains. Today I’m happy, healthy, and wealthy—and I don’t mean financially. I mean abundance, a brain filled with possibilities. What’s not possible?

	I remember waking up one morning after I’d been doing this work awhile and walking into my bathroom. In the mirror, my reflection was smiling at me. In my old life, I’d had nothing to be grateful for. The only grateful I knew was The Grateful Dead. But I remember seeing my reflection smiling back at me that morning and the joy in it, the feeling in my body. I hadn’t done anything except get out of bed. I hadn’t made any money. I hadn’t done anything. My being was starting to get happy. And now I know I can stay that way all day.

	Some days I do fall into self-pity because of my vision, but I like to say that my vision is clear, and it gets more clear when I’m clean, when I do these steps. If my vision is blurry, it’s because I’ve got to clean something up within me. Recently I was at a National Speakers Association meeting. People were making eye contact, connecting with each other, and I was starting to get resentful. Poor me, I can’t do that. It’s not fair.

	Fear and resentment will push me out the door of that meeting, keep me from being a part of it and make me say I’m never coming back. Before it gets to that point, I have to take action—connect back to the sunlight of the spirit, divorce my thinking from self-pity, dishonest, and self-seeking motives, because I’m on a new plane now.

	So I call somebody and tell them: Hey, I’m feeling sorry for myself. I’m only thinking of me. I’m not thinking of anyone else. And it’s dishonest to think anyone in that room is thinking less of me. They don’t even know me. If I stood up and said, “Does anybody in this room think I’m a loser?” they’d be like What? No. We’re too busy thinking of ourselves. They don’t have time to think about me.

	I go through many days of my life forgetting I have an eye disease. It doesn’t even come into my consciousness. It’s not who I am. I have an eye disease, but I’m not a legally blind loser. I also have alcoholism, but that doesn’t make me a loser either. I can build a life from the struggle and become a better person.

	I meet new people all the time. I go into new presentations, meet new dealers that I’m looking to set up with my products. If I take the next right step, it always works out. Always. If I don’t, then I start thinking, It shouldn’t be this way. Why is it so hard? Why is that person late? They should do this. That should happen. If, if. Everything works out just the way it’s supposed to, and it’s always the best way possible.

	I love it, but it takes work to stay there. I’m now in the industry of helping blind people. I’m back out there building a network, and I happen to be good at it. I doubled the company, had 73% growth last year. But that’s not what drives me. I don’t even check my pay stubs. I listen to people’s problems so I can help them. I’m not just trying to sell them stuff. I want to holistically help people the way working the steps helped me.

	It helped me from my toes to my head. It helped all of me. Which is helping everyone around me. I didn’t know that would happen. I just followed the directions and somehow I ended up caring about other people. I go out and speak the message of hope. Success is an inside job, I tell people. If you want to be successful, take responsibility. Tell the truth, serve others. If you want to get everything you want in life, help others get what they want.

	I’ve been given something that must be given away. Anybody who is the best at their game is always giving. And I never knew that. I thought I’d get by being a go-getter, but I’ve shifted from being a go-getter to being a go-giver. This process with some truth, discovery, and trying to help others with what you’ve gained—there’s nothing else like it in the world.


Breathe In, Scream Out

	by JD M.

	It’s hard for me to reconcile the even-tempered, helpful father, husband, sponsor and good man I know with the JD in this story. I don’t know where I’d be if I hadn’t met him at one of my first AA meetings. He was the only person who made sense to me, the only one who seemed to have a solution for the problem of my disbelief, and he was the one who pointed me to Hyannis format meetings. A lot of people have found their way to God thanks to JD, but first he had to find his own way there.

	I’m an alcoholic and a drug addict and somebody who has struggled most of my life with anger management issues. Which is a really nice way of saying I have violent outbursts and hurt people. They call it anger management, but I don’t think normal people manage their anger, that anger isn’t particularly hard for most people to deal with. At least not to the point where it was for me.

	When I first started to recognize anger as a problem was when I got my first real girlfriend. That’s when my anger started turning physical, whether it was fighting other men who were involved with the girl in some way or the girl herself. But anger has always been an issue in my life.

	I go to Alcoholics Anonymous to not drink or do drugs, but the funny thing about that is I never really sought help for drinking or drugs. The thing I sought help for was anger. Drinking caused trouble—car accidents, whatever—and that would lead me to quit, but when I decided to quit, my brain would say, “Okay, I can do this. I just won’t drink.” I always failed, but my brain told me it would be all right this time.

	With the anger stuff, my brain didn’t say that. My brain knew I was screwed. The things people told me to do to deal with my anger didn’t work. For me, taking a breath means breathe in so I can scream out. I couldn’t count to ten or walk away. I could totally see that I should have walked away after I assaulted somebody or smashed something or punched out my car windshield or hit my pet. But I couldn’t.

	I went to therapy most of my adult life, starting from about twenty, twenty-one. I had taken a dog hiking up Mount Washington. It was late in the season, and we got caught in a full-on snowstorm I wasn’t prepared for. So I was trying to get down fast, because there was the potential for the situation to go bad, but the dog went lame. He wouldn’t walk anymore—just dropped and refused to get up. The dog weighed seventy pounds, so it wasn’t like I could pack him out of there.

	I lost it. I fucking beat that dog’s ass to try to get him to move. It was horrible. I wound up breaking down and kind of coming to grips with what I was doing, and then I did carry the dog off the mountain. I carried my seventy pound dog off the mountain.

	I got to the car and called my mom. I couldn’t talk. I couldn’t even say my name. I couldn’t say anything. I was horrified, and not because it was the worst thing I’d ever done. I’d done similar stuff to people. But for some reason, I couldn’t get past this. So I called my mom, and I remember not being able to form a sentence or even say it was me, and my mother’s like “JD?” I grunted or something to let her know it was me, and I remember managing to stutter out, “I think I need help.”

	So I started going to therapy. I originally didn’t want to be on any kind of drug, but after struggling with it more, I agreed to start taking medication for anger. They tried different things, but there was no real change, so I stopped going. It wasn’t like it was showing any big results.

	Then things would get really bad, or I’d act out in a horrible way again, and I’d go back to the therapist. That was how it went for years. Sometimes I did therapy for a long time. It wasn’t like I just went for a month or two and stopped. Some of those stretches were long stretches where I was listening to what they said and taking my medications consistently, but I still couldn’t pause or walk away or not act like a crazy person.

	My grandfather beat the snot out of my father, and my great-grandfather was worse than anybody I’ve ever heard of. I think my grandfather was trying to be better than him, and my father was trying to be better than my grandfather. He didn’t beat me, but the way he’d act when he was angry was almost worse. He’d scream, punch stuff, break stuff. The fear he put in me was the worst.

	One day I got into an argument with him while we were out, so I walked home. I walked up the driveway, and at the back of the house, I saw he’d taken an old rake handle and busted all the windows on the shed, all the panels on the door. Broke all the woodwork. And then he’d snapped this heavy oak rake handle. Over his knee, I imagine.

	When I was older and I’d been in and out of therapy, I went on a rock climbing trip for six months. When I got back, I was going to stay in my camper in the parking lot of this rock climbing gym until I got an apartment, but my father said, “Come home and stay here. We’re both older now. It’ll be fine.” It wasn’t fine.

	After a couple of weeks, he flipped out on me. He brought me and my mom and this kid she was babysitting into the kitchen, which was his MO for when it was time to ream me out, and then he ripped into me about not picking up my dog’s shit in the backyard, which he hadn’t mentioned before. If he’d said, “Hey, get your ass out there and pick up the dog poop,” I would have. Instead he simmered on it. And then he proceeded to rip into me.

	You could see the veins in his forehead popping and the muscles in his throat coming out. His hands were fisted so tight, if he’d had fingernails, his palms would’ve been bleeding, and every muscle in his body was tensed in this scream of rage—spit flying, no intake of air.

	By that point, I was a grown-ass man. I could’ve kicked the crap out of him if I’d had to. So there wasn’t any real fear there. But I remember watching him and thinking, I know exactly how you feel right now. I know how, much as much as you’re going to hate it when it’s done, it feels good to be this way instead of fearful or upset. It feels powerful.

	He finally stopped yelling and went upstairs and found a stud and punched the wall and broke his hand. My mom went up after him, and the little girl in her highchair said, “He’s really mad at you.” I was like, “Yeah, yeah. He’s just tired.” Then I realized: No. Christ. I’m making excuses for him.

	That was what I did to people. That was me. Every bit of it was me. I couldn’t pretend to be better than him. I was worse, because I hurt people, and he generally didn’t. So I went back to therapy and got meds, but that still didn’t make it any better.

	In the Big Book they tell a bunch of stories, and one of those is the jaywalker. The jaywalker dives in and out of traffic. He gets run over, and he’s like, “Okay, I won’t do that anymore. That’s stupid.” People are warning him to cut it out, but he starts doing it more and more, and he gets hit again, maybe a little worse. And the behavior just gets worse and worse, until people think he’s flat-out crazy. They lock him up, but as soon as he gets out, he jumps out in front of a fire engine for the thrill.

	The book is making an analogy to alcohol, but that’s what it was like for me with anger too. My anger never got better. It always got worse. It’s not like I learned to deal with it better. I never did. I just got bigger and stronger and more capable of hurting. I wasn’t walking around beating the crap out of people. Usually I’d grab them—just wanting them to listen—but when I let go of them, I’d see they had handprints bruised into their arms. Or worse.

	At one point my therapist told me that pot probably medicated better for my type of problem than anything they could give me, so I thought, I’ll just smoke pot. Which, if I could have just done that, great. But with me, it doesn’t end there. First I smoke pot, then I drink, and then I’m in trouble with the law or with people I care about.

	I’m an alcoholic. When I start drinking, I have no control over it, but all I have to do is just not drink. That’s why, when I would quit, I wouldn’t go looking for help. How hard could it be to just not drink? Turns out, it’s really hard. I was never able to stick to it. I’d manage for a while and then suddenly I’d end up drunk. That happened enough times that I got to a place of sitting in my living room with a shotgun thinking, I can’t not drink. I’m going to drink. I’m going to drive. Eventually somebody’s going to die.

	I’d been suicidal before, but always because of the anger. I’d do things and be horrified by them, but all the remorse and shame didn’t fix it. Same with drinking. Remorse and shame didn’t fix it.

	I didn’t have the nerve to pull the trigger, so I wound up in AA. Some people will tell you that if you don’t drink, go to meetings, talk to other alcoholics, everything will be okay. I did that, and it wasn’t okay. All my other behavior got worse because I couldn’t get drunk or high, which was the only way I could calm down. Counting to ten doesn’t work. Going to a bar and drinking does. Doing a bunch of bong hits does.

	One day, I smashed a machine with a hammer. I was being paid to repair the machine, and I devastated it with a hammer. But I’d go to a meeting and pretend everything was better. I never brought up the things I was doing, because I was ashamed of them. I sounded like a psycho. And the longer I stayed sober, the more I behaved that way.

	A girl I’d been dating cheated on me. I’d been cheating on her too, but she didn’t know that, so it didn’t factor into my reaction. I drove around all night trying to figure out where she was and who she was with. My buddy finally shot me a text telling me where she was, and I showed up at this dude’s house. She answered the door, and I shoved past her, into the house, and this rottweiler came flying at me. I remember running down the hall at the dog, screaming with rage. The dog just peed and ran away. I ripped through the house, but couldn’t find the guy, so I took my little girlfriend—she weighed all of ninety pounds—I took her by the neck and lifted her off her feet into the wall.

	When I came to my senses, I let her go and left. I decided to buy a bag of weed, except I’d made a deal with myself when I got sober this time that if it didn’t work, I’d kill myself. I’d OD, because I didn’t have the guts to pull the trigger. So I’m driving to get the weed, because I had to make it stop—the guilt, the shame. It’s fucking horrible. And I knew the deal was that if I smoked the weed, then AA didn’t work and I had to kill myself. So, I changed direction, started driving to somebody else’s house to get some heroin so I could overdose.

	I didn’t believe in God, but I might’ve asked for some help there, because I called somebody who had tried to tell me to do the steps. I’d said I would, but I didn’t. I called him and told him everything, told him where I was headed and what I was going to do, and he said, “Before you do that, come to this meeting. I’ll be there with a couple of other guys. Talk to me first, and I won’t try to stop you.”

	So I went to the meeting, and the guys there asked me, “What about the steps?” I told them I was taking my anger management meds and going to therapy. I wasn’t drinking, I wasn’t doing drugs. But I was still hurting people. I just had no way to make it shut off in my head. And they said, again, “Well, what about the steps?”

	Step one says I’m powerless over alcohol. I knew I was powerless over alcohol. That wasn’t a question. But step two was coming to believe that a power greater than myself could solve my problem and restore me to sanity. And I did not believe. I was just adamant. I would invite born-again Christians into my house so I could challenge their beliefs, try to pull them down so I could make myself feel better. To believe God was going to help me not drink sounded like a fairy tale, like Santa Claus.

	I told them I didn’t believe in God, and they showed me how in step two, the Big Book asks if I’m willing to believe there’s a power greater than myself. Then they showed me where it says, “How were we to find this Power? Well, that’s exactly what this book is about. Its main object is to enable you to find a Power greater than yourself which will solve your problem.”

	Drinking isn’t my problem. Drinking, smoking pot, taking pills—those are my solutions. My problem is I can’t live with who I am, and I can’t not be who I am. People talk about knowing right from wrong. I was raised right. Yeah, my Dad was tough, but he taught me right from wrong. So did everyone else in my family. I knew what right was, but I had no way to do it. Take away drugs and alcohol, and I’m stuck being that guy with no way to relax or forget what happened. I’m stuck being that guy who’s ashamed of himself, who’s mad at himself for hurting people.

	Step twelve says, “Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these steps…” That was what I needed—a spiritual awakening. I didn’t have anything else left to try.

	Doing the steps meant writing down everywhere I was ever resentful, which was hard to figure out at first. I had thirty names on my list, which my sponsor pointed out averaged out to being mad about once a year. He said even people who aren’t being treated for anger management get mad more than once a year. That made sense, so I looked up the definition of resent and what I came away with was: a feeling of annoyance, ill will towards, or perceived harm.

	Annoyance? As soon as I saw that, I knew I had a lot more names to write down. I’m resentful at Dunkin Donuts because they can’t make a cup of coffee the same way twice. I’m resentful at my dad for raising me the way he did. I’m resentful at every boss I’ve ever had, every friend I’ve ever had. I wasn’t still angry at them, but I’d been angry at them.

	After I wrote all that down, my sponsor had me look at what my part was, at where I’d been selfish, dishonest, self-seeking and frightened. It wasn’t easy. It’s simple enough, but it was hard to look at things in such a different way. I needed help. My sponsor had me say a prayer, which I didn’t think was really helping, because I didn’t believe in God then, but he said to do it, so I did it.

	I started to see patterns in the way I looked at things. Whether I was a little kid resentful at the girl who pinned me against the fence on the playground and kissed me in front of everybody or a grown man resentful at the woman who cheated on me, it was all the same. I could only ever think about how I felt and how I saw things.

	I expected people to behave in a certain way—the way I thought they should behave. They should act the way I knew they should. I couldn’t act the way I knew I should, but somehow I had this expectation that other people should act the way I thought they should act. Not even the way they thought they should act based on their own moral code or experiences. I thought they should act the way I thought they should. It’s dishonest. It’s impossible for people to do that, nor should they.

	Generally, I’m trying to control the situation. I’ll be manipulative, whether it’s sighing behind somebody in the grocery line because they have thirty items in the ten-items-or-less lane or I’m rolling my eyes or gossiping or trying to get people to agree with me about something I’m aggravated about. I would try to make myself seem right. I always had this fear that I wasn’t good enough, so I tried to get people to agree with me.

	I didn’t think I cared about what people thought of me. I’d fight the biggest guy in the bar. I’d make fun of him or hit on his girlfriend. Because I was more afraid people might think I was a coward than I was of getting beaten. I wasn’t okay with people thinking I was weak or afraid.

	At the end of all that writing, I went over it with my sponsor, who helped me see more truth in it. He picked up on things I hadn’t been able to see when I was writing. Like, one time he was really pushing me on something I was mad at myself about. I’d judged myself for this one thing forever and he said, “Is that really what’s going on there?” I closed my eyes and said the prayer, and then somehow I knew. I’d been calling myself something I wasn’t. Yes, I’d acted like a ten-year-old idiot, but I was just a stupid kid. And I’d been carrying that forever, thinking it was my ticket to hell.

	But doing steps four and five didn’t have me behaving any better. I was driving home from work one day, squeezing the steering wheel of my car, screaming, so angry, looking at my arms with the veins popping out, thinking: This is me. This is my fault. I’m this way right now because of how I think.

	I asked God to take it away and change my thoughts, and right then my cell phone rang, like magic, and it was my ex-wife who I was going through a divorce with at the time calling to go over more of the stuff she was mad at me about. God has an incredible sense of humor, it turns out, but it did change my mood.

	Then I did steps six and seven, which was getting back to the realization that I can’t fix this. I’m not going to be any better at controlling my anger after all this work than I was before. I’m still going to be doomed. I’m still going to hurt everybody I care about. I needed something more than myself, which meant if the God thing wasn’t real—if this was all there was—I was doomed. So I was really hoping the God thing would kick in, but it hadn’t yet.

	After steps six and seven, I had to start making amends. That meant facing a lot of women I didn’t want to face, women I’d hurt. It meant talking to my family about stuff that was just never discussed. It meant finding people I’d gotten into confrontations with—people I’d assaulted—and setting matters straight. Taking responsibility, not just saying I’m sorry, which I’d done plenty of before. It was telling people this wasn’t what they’d deserved. It was me and my twisted way of thinking, and it was wrong. If there was a way to repair the damage, I did.

	That’s when the God part started to be real. I was able to go over really bad stuff I’d done to people in a way that didn’t make them hurt again, that gave them a sense of peace and relief. I was able to sit and face stuff I could have never faced before. My MO was to run, so to sit with somebody who must hate me for the things I was talking about and see them have some relief was really powerful.

	I remember doing amends with my ex-wife. I’d put her through hell. I’d had that poor woman thinking she was going insane. When we were done talking, she said, “Thank you. I don’t ever want to talk to you again.” That was fair. There was a lot I had to take responsibility for with her. But I remember walking away from her. That was the moment it kicked in. I remember where I was. I remember that feeling. I was done arguing. God is real.

	Prior to that, I’d been figuring it made more sense to believe than not to believe. So what if I was wrong and it turned out God wasn’t real? I’d be dead and wouldn’t even know it. But if I believed, even if I was wrong, then maybe I could be the type of human being I’d always wanted to be, the kind of person I was raised to be and couldn’t be.

	The Big Book says that I lack power over my drinking, that lack of power is my dilemma. No shit. Lack of power is definitely my dilemma, more than just with drinking. Lack of power is my dilemma in acting out and being violent too. Not one morning in my life did I wake up thinking, I want to frighten people today. But there’s more days than I could count where I went to bed filled with dread and remorse for what I’d done, with no power to fix it.

	Fortunately in my case, I’m an alcoholic. I wound up without any other choice left—and believe me, I looked—except to find this Higher Power. What God has done for me is made me able to control my anger in a reasonable way. I’m not perfect at it. I still lose my temper. But now I lose my temper like a normal person. I’m not scaring anybody. I’m not hurting anybody. I don’t assault or touch anybody or anything. My dog’s not afraid of me. It seems like those things should be a given, but with me they weren’t.

	One Christmas Eve after doing this work, I brought my new girlfriend over to meet my family. This is the wonderful lady I wound up marrying, who hadn’t ever seen me like what I’m talking about now because of the tools this process gives me in steps ten, eleven, and twelve. The big one is ten. When I’m feeling resentful, I’m able to change the way I’m looking at things, to talk to somebody about it and ask God to help me with it.

	After we left my parents’ that Christmas Eve, I drove back to my house, and before she got out of the car she said, “I need to talk to you about something I’m not comfortable with. I was in the kitchen with your mom and sister and they were talking about how proud they are that you don’t drink or do drugs anymore. They said you’re doing really good now, but that you’ll probably drink again, and since I have three kids, I should be careful.”

	I was pissed. I was so mad. My first thought was to drive back to my parents’ house and scream at these people about what the hell is wrong with them. Instead, I paused, which the book tells me to do and which I can actually do now. I told her to go inside and I’d be with her in a couple of minutes.

	She looked at me like she was finally afraid of me, but she went into the house, and I called my sponsor and did a tenth step, pacing in my backyard. I saw my selfishness—that I was just thinking about myself, not about my parents and sister who’d seen me destroy anybody I ever cared about, who’ve had to manage me my whole life, cleaning up the wreckage I caused. I wasn’t thinking about how fearful they might be about what I might do.

	It was dishonest to think they were trying to hurt me instead of trying to protect me. They know how I feel when I hurt people. They’ve seen me devastated by it. They saw three little kids and a sweet mom, and they were afraid I’d drink or do drugs again and go back to what I was. And what I was shouldn’t have been raising kids.

	When I was in my early twenties, I got a vasectomy because I was afraid I would hurt kids if I had them. At first, the doctor said he wouldn’t do it, that I was too young, but I told him a little about myself and he said, “I will see you Friday.” That was who I was, and there was no way that person should’ve been around kids.

	I knew it was different now, because I knew I was different. My family saw the difference, but they didn’t know there was a power behind it that meant I never had to be that person again. So they were trying to do what they thought was right, and I was taking it personally, as if they were trying to hurt me. That was a dishonesty. They would never hurt me.

	The basis of my reaction was fear. What does this woman think of me now? What does my family think of me? That I’m that monster? So my initial instinct was to act like that monster. I wanted to blow up. But thanks to these steps, I didn’t.

	I didn’t smash the window on my car. I didn’t drive at speeds that could get somebody killed to go over there and make a scene. I didn’t say anything bad or derogatory about my family. I was able to take a breath, excuse myself, go out in the backyard, say a prayer, talk to somebody about it, and let it go. All that stuff people had told me to do for years, I was able to do all of it.

	Walking away from her, I was so mad I was shaking. By the time I got off the phone, I was laughing. I was able to go be of service to somebody, which at that point was a woman who was a little frightened about who she was dating. I was able to go inside and explain why my family had said what they’d said and put her at ease.

	That example has been repeated over and over in my life. If I don’t do tens, I act like I used to. When I do tens, I’m able to be the person I think God would have me be. I have that power now. It’s not mine. It didn’t come from me. And in order to keep that power in my life, I have to try to help other people constantly. It’s tricky, but the twelve steps allow me to do it.

	One of my favorite lines in the book talks about a doctor seeing an alcoholic recover by doing the steps. He says this guy is “as fine a specimen of manhood as one could wish to meet.” That’s all I ever wanted to be. As a little kid, I looked up to good, hard-working guys—strong people who cared about their families and took care of them. I looked up to good men, but I couldn’t be one of them.

	I don’t walk around saying, “I’m as fine a specimen of manhood as one could wish to meet,” but that goal of being the kind of man I looked up to growing up—now it’s something I am more often than not. I’m not perfect at it. I’ve got teenagers, and anybody who says they’ve got their anger completely locked down and has teenagers is lying to you. But I’m not assaulting my teenagers. I might lose it once in a while, but not where I’m smashing things. I’m more of a normal person than I ever had any hope of being.

	It turns out being an alcoholic was lucky for me. The only reason I found a Higher Power—the only reason I was willing to— was because I was so sick from something else. This is the only solution I ever found for my anger. I think plenty of other people are out of control with their anger but don’t have the tools to deal with it.

	When I go to meetings, my job is to find people to be of service to. I’m looking for the guy who’s rancid and angry and talking about how pissed off he is that his wife did this or the dog crapped on the floor, the freaking kids or the cheating girlfriend—the dude who’s ready to explode. I love the angry guys.

	If there’s a guy who’s all sad and emotional, I send someone else over to talk to him, because I’m not that guy. The guys who are angry, who hate everything, who think God is bullshit and this program is bullshit—those guys make me smile, because they might be at the point where they’re finally ready to do something about it.

	The steps talk about resentment as the number one offender. Not alcohol—resentment. And resentment was what was going to kill me, whether I drank or not. I might never have drank again, but I probably would have offed myself, and it would have been from anger.

	I don’t want to go back to being what I was, so I’m going to keep doing this. 


Introduced to Sanity

	by Melinda M.

	One day when I was still working on my fourth step, Melinda, who was well through her steps, sat in a meeting crying. I didn’t know what to make of that. With my shaky hold on sobriety, I imagined people who’d done their steps as perfect beings, beyond any kind of pain or turmoil, and I couldn’t understand why she would come to a meeting if something so awful had happened that it had her crying in a place where she was supposed to put on a good face.

	When the sharing came around to where Melinda sat, she didn’t explain why she was crying. She shared her experience with the step we were discussing. She was there to be of service, regardless of what was going on in her own life, and she was letting us see that a spiritual life didn’t mean a perfect life. A spiritual life means applying these tools to the reality of imperfection. Melinda’s depression can’t be blinked away any more than her alcoholism can, but thanks to this process, she can use these tools to mitigate her illness and also use her experience to benefit others.

	Who?? – 5/18/1998

	Who am I now and will it last?

	Am I the present, the future or my past?

	Am I all of those rolled into one—

	Or am I only one of them—waiting to become?

	 

	Am I the suicidal drunk full of despair—

	No hope—no future—no ability to care?

	Am I the nervous Nellie, whose hands do shake—

	Where calamity is born from every mistake.

	 

	Am I the wise one-with advice to give—

	Plenty to say and the desire to live?

	Am I the one who grabs life by the throat—

	Grabbing for more lest it be my time to go?

	 

	Beginning to drink in all that life has to give—

	Longing for connections, longing to live—

	Or am I the Lost Little Soul—

	Who shrinks inside with nowhere to go?

	 

	Am I the child who runs to be free—

	Only to find Darkness—from which she can’t flee?

	It haunts her and chases her—for she lets it breathe—

	Darkness cannot live if you choose to leave.

	 

	So, the Darkness surrounds her, and engulfs her being—

	With a shroud of blackness that prevents all seeing;

	It chews up her mind—it spits out her Soul—

	It traps her in madness with nowhere to go.

	 

	Should she choose to fight It—or just give in—

	For the darkness will not accept anything but a win—

	If not destroyed it infiltrates the brain—

	It crosses all synapses and makes you insane.

	 

	It delights in Its power to destroy all light—

	It loves to convince you that you hate your life.

	And I try to talk back with a voice so weak—

	That It knows it has me down on my knees.

	 

	And that’s when it hits me—because I can’t fight back

	I’m too tired to resist—the energy I lack—

	And I want to befriend it, so I may find peace—

	But all the good in life I will have to release.

	 

	I want it all—the Darkness and Light—

	I can’t keep choosing—I’m too tired to fight.

	I’m losing my voice—and going underground—

	Severing all connections—Never to be found.

	 

	Why am I not choosing life over death?

	It feels as though it is to the Night I am Eternally wed.

	For when I embrace the Light—I begin to run in Fear—

	Straight into the arms of my Darkness Dear.

	As far back as I can remember, I felt fear. I didn’t have the words for it as a child, but I knew that what I felt was different, and I learned to hide it early. Most of my fear was free floating. I was scared of everyone and everything. But at the age of six, I had a truly frightening experience.

	I was at swimming lessons—my least favorite activity. Wearing no clothes, freezing, having to stand against a concrete wall while they called names to decide which group you were in. No matter how cold you were, you had to jump in the water. It felt like torture. People looking at you, staring at you. All the parents with their faces pressed against the gated fence looking in. There wasn’t anything fun about it.

	One day we had to practice rotating our heads in and out of the water while holding onto a kickboard. Wanting to be a good student, I put my face in the water and started kicking, but I forgot about turning to breathe. When I finally picked my head up, I was in the deep end.

	In a panic, I let go of the kickboard. I hadn’t learned to swim yet, and I was way beyond being able to touch the bottom. I went under—kicking and thrashing. I resurfaced and screamed for help, but no one heard me.

	Kids were yelling as they jumped off the diving board, drowning out my voice. I kept going under and coming up again, quickly gasping for air. Thinking I wasn’t going to make it past the age of six, I surfaced for what I thought would be the last time and saw my swimming instructor turn my way from the other end of the pool and swim furiously toward me.

	I went under again, but this time I didn’t care. He’d seen me. He grabbed me and swam me to the side of the pool. I hung onto the edge while he held me, talking to me softly while I cried.

	My mother’s face wasn’t pressed against the fence. Maybe she hadn’t seen what had happened, which was a relief. I didn’t want her to think I was a failure. I remember feeling safe in the instructor’s arms and not wanting to tell my mother.

	My fears started prior to this incident, but this incident foreshadowed what was to come: hiding who I was; feeling invisible; screaming without being heard. Scared, fearful, powerless, voiceless, invisible, having no control and being a failure.

	By six, I’d already started to believe I wasn’t good enough. Over the years I came to believe I would never be good enough. I couldn’t let anyone see the real me. And so I began to develop the façade that I still have remnants of today.

	My solace in life was my family. Most of my relatives lived near us in East Hartford, Connecticut. We were one big extended family. I could feel the love emanating from my grandparents—my Nonnie and Nono and my Nana and Gampy. With them, I felt safe.

	Then when I was eight, my Dad was laid off. He got a new job in Buffalo, New York and we had to move. I felt dread in my body. I was heavy, I was sad. Who were we without our family? I was told we would visit, but that meant nothing to me. If you couldn’t see me, I wasn’t real. Even though we were the ones moving, I felt like they were leaving me. If they loved me, they’d make sure we stayed together.

	I hated birthdays. Getting older meant change. It meant loss, people leaving. It meant being alone, and ultimately it meant death. When I turned nine in New York, I was fearful. How had I let this happen? Nine was one year from ten. Ten was double digits. Double digits meant you were getting old. Getting old meant people would leave.

	My head was filled with so many lies and misperceptions. The world I perceived was dark and lonely and full of abandonment. People would leave me, people would die. I’d be alone.

	I was too young to have words for these thoughts. My fear manifested itself in behaviors—behaviors I hid because I could sense they weren’t what normal children did. I developed rituals to make the world safer. I had a prayer list that grew to the point of not being able to remember it. At night, I would lie in bed and go through my list. If I messed up, I had to start over. I couldn’t miss a name. If I did, someone I loved would be unprotected, and whatever happened to them would be my fault.

	I prayed for my family, for everyone I knew, for people in plane crashes (I would list the plane number from crashes on the news), for a little girl who had a disease that made her body like that of a ninety-year-old. I felt like I had her disease, but in reverse. I had a child’s body with a ninety-year old’s mind. The weight of the world was on my shoulders. If I missed a beat, someone might die.

	I had twenty stuffed animals who each had to be kissed goodnight so they knew I loved them. They each had to be given the exact same number of kisses so that none would be jealous of the other. One night, I accidentally gave one an extra kiss, so I had to increase the number of kisses to them all. As I kept making mistakes, the number of nightly kisses went up and up. When we went on vacation, I had to give them all the kisses for every day we’d be away. It was exhausting, but if I stopped, something bad would happen.

	More powerlessness. No control. Over the years, these distortions grew. They grew to the point that I decided the only way to stop people from leaving was for me to leave first. The thought of killing myself gave me a feeling of power and control. I’ll never grow up, you’ll never leave me. Thoughts of suicide became a constant companion.

	In order to slow down time, I developed an eating disorder. I tried to stay young. I could stay thin, I could be perfect. People would see me, hear me, and love me until it was time for me to kill myself when I went away to college at eighteen. I figured that would be the best time since I’d be out of everyone’s life then anyway.

	Despite those dark thoughts, I had periods of joy. I ran track and cross country. I made friends. I won races and trophies. People applauded me and cheered for me. I was elected captain of both teams. I won a scholar/athlete award and was part of the National Honor Society. I was in the newspaper for my accomplishments.

	Those things made me feel real. People loved what they saw, and I loved that they approved. Sometimes I even thought I wouldn’t have to kill myself after all, but the darkness always returned. I knew the person everyone loved wasn’t the real me.

	Those periods of joy kept me alive, but interspersed with them was a pain and darkness that ate at my soul. Please God, I would beg, let me not wake up. What was wrong with me? Nothing bad was happening in my life. Why could I not see the good?

	I was ungrateful, obviously. I had food on my plate, family and shelter. The darkness was further evidence that I was no good because if I was good, I’d appreciate my life. But I wanted to die. Sometimes I wanted to die every day for months. I thought I was the strongest person in the world for not killing myself.

	In this world where some people didn’t have enough food, I had the audacity to starve myself. I refused to grow old or grow up. I was small anyway. I was ninety pounds when my eating disorder started. I went down to seventy-five.

	No one noticed except my math teacher, Mrs. Wade, who asked if I’d lost weight. I felt guilty for lying to her, but I remember her to this day. She saw me. She didn’t want me to drown. She was throwing me a life preserver, but I sent it back. I would remain in control of my destiny. I didn’t trust anyone else with it.

	One day at the age of fourteen, I was home alone. I sank to the floor in the kitchen sobbing. Could I hold out until I was eighteen? I got the biggest knife we had in the drawer and pointed it at my chest. I drew it towards my heart and prayed for the strength to end it. I could feel the pain of the knife over my heart as I put pressure on it. Please God, help me to do this. Please, help me.

	But God had other ideas of how to help me. I didn’t do it.

	Track season came around again, and I was high on the approval from others. I put weight back on. Not eating meant not setting records, and the approval I got from running outweighed the benefits of starvation. If I succeeded, I was real and would be loved, like the Velveteen rabbit.

	Track kept me alive for now, but it wouldn’t always be there. When college scouts came to watch me, I fell apart. I couldn’t sleep for days beforehand and would get sick right before every big race. I ran my worst races when the scouts were watching. With this inconsistency, no scholarships would be offered. I wasn’t the best. I was imperfect. I could see that in the future the joy would be gone from running, the approval would die, and I would be left with darkness.

	I had no dreams of marriage, children, a home, or the white picket fence. I refused to create a child in my likeness. I couldn’t bear the thought of passing on the black hole of my soul. In my mind, it would be a death warrant for a child—a long, painful life filled with suffering.

	I applied to college and was accepted, but that was part of the façade. I had no intention of really going. If I did, I’d be forgotten and invisible, and I couldn’t let that happen. Any plans I made for the future were to placate others. After all, ‘normal’ people had goals. There were many people over the age of eighteen living on this planet—people who clearly knew a secret I didn’t. And—literally for the life of me—I couldn’t figure it out.

	The years ticked by. Graduation was upon us. I was still on a runner’s high. I believed I could stop time, but the day came when the summer ended and it was time to go to UCONN. How did this happen? I was never supposed to reach this fateful day.

	Maintaining my façade, I allowed myself to be driven to UCONN. We set up my dorm room, and then my parents left. In my mind, them leaving meant they stopped loving me—out of sight, out of mind—and they seemed to do it so casually. Maybe they were happy to get rid of me. It was time.

	I grabbed my backpack which always had a bottle of pills in it and set off to walk from Storrs to Crystal Lake in Ellington where my relatives and family shared a summer cottage. I loved the lake. I loved the cottage with all its happy memories. This was the perfect place to say goodbye and embrace my lifelong friend. I would no longer fight the darkness. It’d been loyal to me, and I wouldn’t abandon it.

	I never made it to the lake. It was dark and pouring and no matter how far I walked I couldn’t get there. It was a half hour by car, but for some reason I thought I could walk. The road had no shoulder and was dark and winding. The cars scared me, the drivers yelling at me as they drove by. I called my dad crying hysterically. Please come get me. My first cry for help.

	My dad brought me home. The next day, my parents were going to drive me back to school, and I finally spoke the words: I want to kill myself. I want to die. That didn’t make any sense to my parents. Where was this coming from, our perfect child? The decision was made to send me back to school later that day.

	I took the pills out of my bag and swallowed a handful. Waiting. Waiting. I could hear my mom in the kitchen. My brother, Ed, was in the family room watching TV. My thoughts started to run. What about my brother? I loved him. I loved my family. What if I had a near death experience? I might see the light. I might be reborn without pain, grateful for every breath.

	I went downstairs and sat next to my brother. Waiting. I loved him so much. I started crying. My mother was on the phone upstairs talking to my old coach asking what to do. I told her I’d swallowed a bunch of pills.

	My mom drove us as fast as she could to the ER. I had to drink coal and threw up profusely. The resident told me my liver was in danger, but the medication left my liver and I’m blessed today to have no permanent damage. Then the resident started asking me questions about suicide and wanting to hurt myself—all the things I’d thought of throughout my life. They were all still there. I hadn’t had a white light experience. I still wanted to be gone.

	I was committed to the psychiatric unit. I’d never been so scared. There were all these people older than me in johnnies walking around like a bunch of zombies. I later learned this is called the Thorazine shuffle. My parents were horrified and refused to let me stay. They signed me out against medical advice and were told they were responsible if anything happened to me.

	My father was furious with me. I’d been in my Hall High Track sweatshirt when brought to the ER. What would people think? He yelled: you would’ve killed your grandmother, how could you do this? All I could hear was that I was a terrible person. That wasn’t what he was saying, but it’s what I heard. He was hurt, angry and terrified. He didn’t want to see his child in pain. Asking me how I could do this covered his own guilt over letting it happen and his fear of losing his beloved daughter.

	My mom talked to my track coach, who I’d loved for the past four years of high school, and she gave her some ideas of places to try to get me into. I was evaluated at the Institute of Living. Since I thought my only problem was being ungrateful, I was surprised when they accepted me.

	For the next seven months, I lived in a locked ward for young adults. Most of the people seemed a lot like me, but some were stranger. There was a guy whose eyes darted back and forth all day rapidly; Bill. He became my friend, and I learned he lived in fear too. He had to be constantly vigilant to prevent harm coming to him. Bill developed a crush on me and wrote me a little love note. Then one day he asked me why I was trying to kill him. I laughed and asked what he was talking about. He said, “I saw you look at Nick and give him the signal to kill me.” I tried to convince him it wasn’t true, but he walked away. The next day he was gone.

	I learned that all these people had some type of mental illness. There were a variety of diagnoses I’d never heard before: paranoia, schizophrenia, catatonia, manic depression (‘bipolar disorder’ now), psychosis, substance abuse. I was given the diagnosis of major depression, which I assumed was a nice way of excusing my lack of gratitude for the life I’d been given.

	I wasn’t fooled. I knew nothing was wrong with me except I was an ungrateful brat. I took the medication and went to therapy, but no one ever convinced me that major depression was something real, not just made up for people who didn’t know how to handle life.

	That lack of acceptance would lead to years of my not respecting the illness, not looking for the warning signs that an episode was coming, not seeking treatment when it did come. In my mind, I was simply a weak person.

	Upon leaving the Institute of Living, I moved into a halfway house which became my home for a year and a half. I came to love the staff and the people I lived with. There were people in recovery from drug and alcohol abuse, people with schizophrenia, people with bipolar disorder. I didn’t understand these were all real things, but I appreciated everyone trying to help us become better people.

	The first time I ever got drunk was in the halfway house. I didn’t drink in high school. I was the proverbial goody-goody. My outlet was poetry. When I look back at the poems I wrote, they were filled with despair, pain, and apologies to whoever found my writing after I was gone for what I’d done. Poems erupted from me at their own time and place—only the paper heard my screams.

	But in the halfway house, my roommates told me great stories about the fun they’d had while drinking. It sounded wonderful. (I didn’t make the connection that since they’d ended up here, it probably wasn’t so wonderful.) I didn’t want to put anyone’s sobriety at risk, so I took a bottle of vodka to Constitution Plaza and sat on the wall to drink. It was the holidays and families were looking at the lights while I was on the outside looking in.

	It didn’t take long for me to get caught. Other alcoholics can spot a drunk in a second. Since it was a sober house, there was a discussion about whether or not I’d be allowed to remain. I had to dump all the alcohol and go to an AA meeting. There was a huge guy at the front calling on people. I tried to shrink and hide. Of course he called on me. I have no idea what I said. At the time, I was scared, but later in life I would appreciate the fact that he saw me. That was my first introduction to AA at the age of nineteen, but I didn’t get sober until the age of thirty-six.

	Eventually I ‘graduated’ from the halfway house and moved onto campus at Central Connecticut State University. Within weeks, I’d found my solution. It was alcohol. I now knew how people managed to live past the age of eighteen. It was because they drank. Why hadn’t I started sooner?

	I couldn’t get the alcohol into my body fast enough. I hated the taste, but the effect was electric. I soared. Never had I felt such freedom from my mind.

	I talked, I looked people in the eye, I laughed, I couldn’t care less what anyone thought of me. I was free. I told myself I would never have thought of killing myself if I’d found alcohol sooner. Medication didn’t do a thing for me, but alcohol transformed my world. Why was I taking drugs with horrible side effects when the answer had been there all along?

	I discovered blackouts by accident when I missed a whole night and had no recollection of it. Blackouts were brilliant. I could walk through my life and not be aware of a single thought, fear, worry or anxiety. If I could do that, I might just make it in this world. I felt like I’d struck gold. I thanked the God I had begged for help all my life because I thought alcohol was His gift to me. I picked it up, ran with it, and left Him behind.

	Over time, the wonderful highs and freedom that I got from alcohol diminished. People didn’t think my drunken behavior was cute anymore. I made a pass at my recent ex’s best friend. I became angry and obnoxious. I hit men who ticked me off, and some hit back.

	I’d find myself in bed with a male friend, or a man who wasn’t a friend, and would have to make an escape. Sometimes I would fake passing out to try and get rid of someone. Sometimes they didn’t care. I would come to somewhere I hadn’t started out at. What had been ultimate highs turned into the lowest of lows.

	It became harder and harder to achieve the bliss of my early days of drinking. Alcohol started bringing the darkness it was meant to save me from.

	One night, my friends dropped me off at the RA’s room because they were afraid I’d kill myself. The RA and the director calmed me down and kept me safe. They suggested that I could drink with them in the future. We could drink wine and limit ourselves to a few.

	Nothing about that was appealing. If I couldn’t drink enough to shut down my mind, there was no point in drinking. And if I couldn’t shut down my mind and stop the darkness from creeping into my soul, there was no point in living. I feared depression more than I feared alcohol. At least if I died drinking, it would be the alcohol that had killed me, not me. Then people wouldn’t be as mad at me.

	Over the years, I’ve seen the realities of mental illness. Quiet Polish Ted, who I had a crush on, shot himself in the head. My housemate Alex hung himself while in a locked ward. Pink-Shirt Mike killed himself. His twin sister killed herself a year later. Dennis, one of my crushes and hoped-to-be-boyfriend, overdosed on drugs and died in his hot tub. Joe C., another crush, overdosed and died. Sweet Jane, who lost her voice from a hanging attempt, tried again and succeeded. Redhead Kathy drove to a hotel room and swallowed a bottle of pills.

	These people who I loved and cared about, were they all weak-willed people who couldn’t cope with life? How could we all be so weak-willed? It didn’t make sense. They were all very strong people. Had mental illness made their decisions for them? And did I have it? Even after seven months in a psychiatric institution and a year and a half in a halfway house, I still wasn’t convinced I had an illness. I thought I just needed to learn to cope better and to stop being such a crybaby.

	Over the years, I was to have another inpatient hospitalization. During my career, I’ve had to leave four jobs after having major depressive episodes and not being able to function. All were high-stress jobs working with individuals who were facing life and death challenges in medical and mental health settings. Every time, I ended up picking another job equally as stressful or more stressful than the previous one.

	Although I surrendered my alcohol problem to my Higher Power, it took many more years in the program before I was able to admit powerlessness over my depression as well. Internally, I always believed that if I learned enough about myself, if I did enough therapy, I would be able to self-will myself out of depression. ‘Self-knowledge’ would fix it.

	It wasn’t until after my last depressive episode that I finally started respecting the power of my disease. Thank God for alcohol. It saved me by bringing me to a spiritual solution that, as promised, could solve all my problems. Alcohol was a symptom, just as were depression, anxiety, eating disorders, and self-destructive behaviors. They were all symptoms of a soul sickness.

	I fought admitting defeat, or powerlessness, with every fiber of my being. Paradoxically, it was when I surrendered, completely broken and desperate, that relief came. At the depths of despair, I was introduced to the steps and a tiny flickering light of hope was sparked. Could there be hope for me too? Were these lives I saw before me that were completely transformed the real thing?

	I was told these transformations were miracles and not to quit before the miracle happened for me too. I took it to heart. I will do these steps. I will not kill myself or drink until I work these steps. I made a silent contract between myself and my Higher Power that I would do no harm to myself until I thoroughly gave this ‘solution’ a whole-hearted attempt.

	After all, I didn’t really want to die. I just wanted the pain to end. But after being betrayed by alcohol, which had promised me life but brought me to the brink of death, could I believe there was a solution to end my pain that didn’t involve suicide? By admitting complete defeat, I became willing to give something outside of myself a try.

	I knew from the work I’d done for my alcoholism that my Higher Power was there. If my Higher Power could remove the obsession to drink, which was far bigger than me, then HP’s Light must surely be bigger than my loyal ‘friend’ Darkness.

	Step two says that we came to believe that a power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity, but no one could convince me I could be restored to sanity. I’d never known sanity, so how could it be restored? Then someone suggested I change the wording to introduced us to sanity, and that’s what opened the door for me.

	When I was working the steps for my alcoholism, sanity was specific to alcohol. The insanity I needed to be cured of was the idea that this time it would work. This time it would be different. For years, I chased the freedom alcohol had originally brought me. The biggest lie I told myself was that alcohol would fix me. Alcohol was to be trusted. Alcohol could do for me what I couldn’t do for myself. Those were my truths. It rocked my world to consider that what I thought to be facts were simply stories I’d created. Was I so insane I couldn’t distinguish between fact and fiction?

	My depression had told me many lies as well. I now realized that I knew nothing—a crushing blow that saved my life. If I could be wrong about so much, perhaps there was something outside of myself that could save me. And at this point, I only needed to be willing to believe there was a power greater than me. I didn’t need to understand it. Ever so slowly, the flicker of hope grew.

	There was some force that had carried me through the years of pain and darkness, a loving being I cried to at night. The mere fact that I was alive made me believe I was being held now and that I always had been held. This loving force had always triumphed over the destructive thoughts screaming in my head.

	In step three, I was asked to turn to that loving force instead of to the darkness of my mind. I didn’t know how to do that, but I’d admitted defeat, that I was powerless, that my own ideas had brought me to the brink of death. It was time to believe that someone else’s ideas could keep the life force burning, and that someone was my HP. So I made the decision to turn to the care of HP, a loving force. I didn’t know how to do that, but I was told that first I had to quit playing God and that the steps would teach me the rest.

	When I got to step four, I couldn’t believe my sponsor wanted a list of all the bad things I’d done, all the harms I’d caused, and all the wreckage I’d created. I was afraid that if I saw all that on paper, I really would want to kill myself.

	My sponsor reminded me that I was taking an inventory—no judgment, just the facts. An inventory of all the things buried in me that kept me from being able to feel that loving force. This was a step to freedom. I didn’t understand, but I didn’t have to understand. I just had to do it. I did. Step four I now lovingly call the Key to Freedom. It was the beginning of the end of living a life where fear ruled every decision I made—where I ruled every decision I made.

	Step four was also the beginning of me learning how self-centered I was. If I was only seeing my pain, my fear, my worry, my ideas, I would never be able to be there for someone else, and I wouldn’t be open to the loving force.

	Step five was another matter. It was one thing to admit my faults to God. After all, I did turn my will and my life over (and God knew all my faults anyway), but another human being? Not only did I not fully understand the exact nature of my wrongs, but even if I did, I would never share them. Other people got the façade. I only let them see the person they wanted me to be so they’d like ‘me.’

	Sharing the real me with someone sounded like the end of humanity. It would all come out. Everyone would know who I was, and I’d be alone forever. People would realize how ungrateful I was if they learned that I’d tried to kill myself.

	But I’d admitted that my ideas didn’t work. If my idea said, “don’t do this,” then chances were my loving HP’s idea was to do it. I’d made a commitment to go to any lengths, so I did. And through step five, I began to understand the exact nature of my wrongs. It all came out. Do you know what I was left with? The truth. And let me promise you, the truth will set you free.

	As I cleaned out all the stories, all the lies I’d told myself, little by little the light crept in. The flame was a steady flicker growing larger. Someone had heard all the things I thought made me unlovable and unworthy, all the things that made it clear I would never be good enough, and you know what? She laughed, she related, we cried, and she loved the actual Me. I began to understand that I was human, and human beings aren’t perfect. Who would’ve thought I could be imperfect and still be loved? Miracles were happening.

	In step four, I learned that selfishness, dishonesty, resentment and fear were ruling my life. By the end of step five, I was willing to have them removed.

	The step seven prayer says “My Creator, I am now willing that you should have all of me, good and bad,” but my friend Leona prefers the terms “skilled and unskilled.” The truth that had been revealed to me was that there never had been a good or bad. I’d always been doing the best I could with the tools I had at that moment. Every experience that I’d unraveled in my fourth and fifth step would later be used to help someone else.

	I give God all of me. I don’t pick and choose, because my mind is limited. I can’t “figure out” what is good or bad. If it were up to me, I’d have gotten rid of the depression because I wouldn’t have understood that the depressive episodes I lived through could be used to give hope to the next sufferer who doesn’t think she can live through the day. I wouldn’t have understood that my eating disorder could be useful to others.

	For years, I ran a support group where we shared hope. As I came to understand the powerlessness I had over my mental illness and its symptoms, I lost my regret. All my troubles were going to be—and already were being—put to good use.

	At one time in my life, I couldn’t hold a job. I would get the most amazing jobs only to succumb to depression, go out on disability, and never go back. Since working the steps, I’ve worked as a social worker on a Helpline for over eleven years. I didn’t leave because I had to. New opportunities arose, and the move was my HP taking me to a place where I could be of even more service.

	I thought I’d done a good job hiding my depression, my drinking, my eating disorder, and my self-destructive behaviors, so when it came to step nine, I didn’t think I’d harmed anyone with them. In my fourth and fifth steps, it was revealed to me that I’d deprived people of my love, my presence, and my attention.

	I can’t be there for someone else if I’m consumed with my own pain and feelings of powerlessness. I caused people around me worry, concern, helplessness and powerlessness as well. I held them hostage to fear for my safety and my life. I robbed them of peace of mind.

	My mother at one point abandoned her faith. She’d been a religious church-goer, but she stopped. The tornado of my life had caused great wreckage, which the steps revealed to me. I couldn’t change the past, but I had the opportunity now to change the future.

	Making amends was scary, but it was mandatory. Self nearly destroyed my life. It was time to be there for others. My apologies were meaningless, and I’d never understood what I was apologizing for anyway—for living, for breathing. Sorry meant “I acknowledge I caused some pain,” but I would always end up doing it again.

	Amends meant change. It meant not hurting the same people over and over and doing the same things again and again. It was time to say, “I was wrong. I harmed you. I treated you poorly. You didn’t deserve this. God willing, I will not repeat these behaviors,” and this time I had a loving guide who would help me stick to it.

	My job now is to be useful to my family and friends, to be fully present in their lives, and to not be the tornado that destroys everything in its path. My job is to love them the way they love me and the way God loves us. A tall order, but as we learn early on, this process is about spiritual progress, not spiritual perfection.

	I also had to make amends to myself. I’ve barely given a glimpse of the role mental illness has played in my life. I was eventually diagnosed with obsessive compulsive disorder, trichotillomania, major depression, generalized anxiety disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder, substance abuse. Being the perfectionist that I am, I pretty much met the full criteria for each diagnosis.

	As a child I judged myself for not being like my peers. I was ruthless to myself. I never realized what I’d been up against all those years. Depression tells you lies about yourself. I wasn’t weak or bad; I had an untreated illness. The damage I did to myself as a child wasn’t my fault. I was doing the best I could.

	Amends mean to change. As an adult, I’m now responsible for my recovery. That means taking medication, seeing a psychiatrist, and working the steps. And when depression rolls in, I’m responsible for labeling those thoughts as lies and bringing them to my HP. Without HP’s help, they spiral into negativity, possibly leading to a depressive episode. Step ten is one of the keys to relieving me of the bondage of self.

	Resentments and fears crop up. The old stories I tell myself about not being good enough grow when I put my energy into them. In the past, I wouldn’t challenge those thoughts, and they’d snowball into drinking, self-destructive behaviors, and suicidal thoughts. Both my alcoholism and my depression have the power to kill.

	I now have a spiritual solution. My life isn’t free of fear or resentment or self-seeking behaviors, because I’m still human, but now I can ask God to remove them. I can talk to another person and they’ll help me see the truth. I can look at my part and sort out fact from fiction. Through step ten, I can see that other people are also human and doing the best they can.

	I’ve learned to take responsibility for my part and communicate in a respectful manner when there’s an issue to address. I’ve learned to switch my attention to someone else to try to help them rather than replay and rehearse old and future conversations that lead to nowhere. Step ten stops the runaway train and directs me back to the spiritual solution which has saved my life.

	In 2016, I was seeing a psychiatrist who decided my antidepressants were contributing to my mood fluctuations and told me to stop taking them. Everything inside of me said it was a bad idea, but I did it anyway. Maybe I can do this without medications. Maybe all those other people were wrong. After thirty years of taking antidepressants, I stopped cold turkey. Within four weeks, the descent into hell began. The ‘beast,’ as I sometimes call it, returned. Slowly, insidiously, like alcohol—cunning and baffling.

	Things are darker, the world is closer, people are further, the world starts turning into a looking glass. I don’t even realize I’m changing until there’s no turning back. The darkness swallows me whole. Every fiber of my being wants to die. Driving, bridge abutments, medication, sharp objects—all become terrifying.

	I went into survival mode, praying for dear life. Please God, help me get out of bed, help me walk, help me shower, help me eat, help me talk. Everything was so hard. Sleep, which used to be an escape, became horror. My insides were screaming: I can’t stay in this body, I must get out, but I can’t. I can’t drink, I can’t starve myself, I can’t hurt myself, and the little voice would whisper, “But you can kill yourself.”

	I was completely powerless over my thoughts, my insides. Something in my brain snapped, and I was back where I was at eighteen. The world is over. I do not belong here. I knew then that I couldn’t fix it. Something beyond me was happening in my brain, and it had cascading effects that nearly took my life.

	This episode was so powerful and consuming, I started to lose all hope of living through it. Step ten was part of what helped me survive. My HP and my tenth step buddies helped me sort out the lies that descend when the darkness comes. Voices in my head scream, you don’t belong here, this place is not for you, you were supposed to be dead thirty years ago. People would be better off without you. People hate you.

	A dear friend who was beside me the entire time would lovingly say, “You can’t believe a thought in your head right now.” Step ten helped me challenge those thoughts. I hadn’t changed into a horrible person; I’d simply fallen ill, as my mother used to say. My HP was bigger than the depression, just as it was bigger than alcoholism. As long as I didn’t believe the lies, I could live.

	My HP is so big, He wants me to come to Him all the time for everything. God is infinite power and the source of my life. Please God, help me get up, help me walk, help me talk, help me function, help me get to work, help me go to the meeting, help me to not take all my medication or drive into a bridge abutment, help me to reach out.

	He did. And following up to all the ‘asks’ was a thank you. Thank you, God, for helping me get into the shower. Thank you, God, for helping me eat. Thank you, God, for letting me not kill myself for another twenty-four hours. I never could’ve done it without the connection to my HP that I found through the steps. I now know that HP lives in me. How could I kill such beauty?

	As I worked through this process, it occurred to me that we could all benefit from these steps. People all around me are ruled by their anxiety, their anger. I see people hurting others who, in turn, hurt someone else.

	Step twelve tells us to practice these principles in all our affairs. To the best of my ability, and with God’s help, I do that now. Over time, people started to want what I had—not just at AA. People who witnessed my transformation would ask me what’d happened and how I did it. I wanted to offer them the twelve steps.

	Many weren’t alcoholics, but I believed they could benefit from the spiritual solution. With the writing of this book, I hope that someday the program of the twelve steps and its spiritual solution will be accessible to all who want it, need it, and actually do it.

	I became a Social Worker because I was drawn to those who felt hopeless, helpless, and desperate. I could connect with them in a way no one who hadn’t been there could. It doesn’t matter if someone has mental illness, substance abuse issues, is homeless, has medical issues, is impoverished, or suffers tremendous loss. There’s hope. If there’s a breath in your body, there’s hope. Don’t kill yourself with false solutions. The true solution is far greater than what our minds can comprehend. It is there. Make God your solution and live.

	We spend so many years in school and never learn the most important thing: how to live. We’ve become more and more self-centered and have left behind the true “Source’ in favor of the Great “I Am.” Many of us, not having a “design for living,” fall into the trap of It’s all about me. If you live your life without awareness, you’ll end up missing it. David Cassidy’s daughter reported his last words were, “So much wasted time.”

	I can honestly say there’s no wasted time in my life. I was blessed by being broken. I was given “the gift of desperation,”’ which is probably the best gift I will ever get. Desperation and despair brought me to a path to life, a life I won’t regret because I didn’t just do the twelve steps, I live the twelve steps. I have a peace of mind rarely known.

	Life still happens. There’s pain and sorrow beyond imagination for me and all who live and breathe. But I no longer have to escape. I can turn to the loving force who didn’t create the pain, but who carries me through it. I no longer need suicide as a solution. I don’t drink, engage in self-harming behaviors, starve myself, or hoard medication. My reaction to life has profoundly changed in a way that twenty-five years of therapy couldn’t do.

	That’s because the answer was never me. I had been the problem all along—not me as a person, but me the way I related to life. This was revealed through the twelve steps. I tapped into an infinite power that allows me to serve and be useful and give back all that was given to me.

	I’ll be on medication for the rest of my life. When I finally accepted I had this medical issue, I was able to allow a solution to come in. I use medication to treat my illness like I would treat any other. When going through an episode, I double the efforts on my step work. I ask for help. I allow people to help me. I pray and ask HP to get me through the day.

	If you need proof that this is possible, the proof is that my parents didn’t bury me. The proof is that I live. The proof is that I breathe. The proof is that my mantra now is “all is well,” not “why am I here?” The solution to life was there all along, someone just had to hand me the directions, and I had to live them.

	I got my miracle and you will too. One day at a time, one step at a time.

	Channel – 11/14/10

	Something overwhelms me, my eyes fill with tears—
Gratitude for all the blessings intermingled with my fears. 
I feel a strong presence that wraps around my heart—
For the moment we all are one—having never been apart.

My loneliness is illusion; my pain just isn’t real. 
And as I create my reality—Truth is slowly revealed.
And when I believe in loss, you always send a sign—
Reminding me we are not separate, in joining we are alive.

I thank you for your wisdom that soothes a soul that aches.
I thank you for your insight that dispels thoughts of pain.
I thank you for living, long after I thought you were gone.
I thank you for giving me vision that ensures I will be strong.

And may I grace others with what has been shown to me.
May I love unconditionally and live a life that heals.
May I learn to see the beauty when deluded by the dark.
May I embrace all that is and open up my heart.

And that is already happening as I channel all your love.
The spirit world is here and now; below, within, above.
And though at times I falter, and wonder, “Are you here?”
You breathe into my Faith which scatters all the fear.


Miracles Began to Happen

	by Ennie F.

	I met Ennie through an All Addictions group—one she founded—where I was exposed to a wider variety of people using this process to help them overcome their form of dis-ease, whatever that might be.

	So many people struggle with food in a way I never have. Hearing Ennie’s story—and the stories of all the amazing women who attend that meeting—reminds me that we all have problems, even though we don’t all have the same problems. What comes easy for me might be impossible for Ennie and vice versa. I sure can’t sing!

	If you’d told me when I was in my mid-twenties that I wouldn’t get to have the music career I’d been dreaming about my whole life because I was constitutionally incapable of withstanding the pressures of fame, I would’ve cried. Further, if you’d told me that instead of getting wildly famous and selling millions of albums I’d be spending three nights a week in church basements with a bunch of sick and recovering food addicts, I’d have laughed and said, “No, thank you very much.” And if you’d told me next that I would actually love this new life and prefer it to my old one, I simply wouldn’t have believed you.

	That’s because we can’t believe what we haven’t experienced. We can’t know a situation’s (or a person’s) insides from our outside view.

	I grew up with every privilege imaginable. I had two loving, involved parents, two adoring younger sisters, an excellent education, friends, talents, even a wonderful and accepting church. In fact, my ambition, should my music career fail, was to be a minister. But one thing eluded me always: control over my eating. I was at all times obsessed with being thin but unable to achieve my goal weight. Even when I did get thin, as I certainly was by the time I hit bottom, I couldn’t see my body as acceptable. And staying thin on my own willpower was completely impossible.

	From the age of sixteen, I ate compulsively. I broke the “full” valve on my stomach, which felt like a bottomless pit. Even when I did feel full, sometimes I couldn’t stop eating anyway, gorging until I needed to unbutton my pants. I read every diet book in the bookstore, tried to establish an exercise plan, but I could never maintain momentum. The longer I failed to master food and my body, the worse my obsession became.

	I couldn’t figure out why I was so successful in other aspects of my life, while this one eluded me. I just kept gaining weight. Eventually, I realized there was a spiritual aspect to my eating. At the age of twenty, years before I came into a twelve step program, I prayed to the God I believed in to remove my obsession with food. In exchange, I would give Him whatever He wanted from me. Within a month, I’d stopped eating compulsively and had established a modest daily exercise routine. It felt like a complete miracle.

	For the next eight years, I maintained a normal weight and mostly didn’t overcriticize my body. But as my music career heated up, so did the internal pressure to be as thin and attractive as possible. I ate only no-fat or low-fat foods, and I upped my exercising to the point where I had to do it every day. If I neglected exercise, I became so uncomfortable that I wanted to crawl out of my own skin.

	I ate a lot of fat-free, sugary foods in place of real meals. I kept what I told myself were low calorie treats in my purse at all times, always sucking on a penny candy like a security blanket. I studied low calorie cooking; I took up running, logging as many as six miles a day. My weight went down, but my mind was a constant whirlwind of planning and obsessing. When was I going to exercise? Where was I going to find the right low-calorie food? How did I look?

	During this time, I despised myself. I knew I was self-obsessed, and in my world-view, that was the absolute worst thing you could be. I wanted to be selfless, generous, comfortable with my appearance. I was a feminist, for goodness sake! Why was I so vain? Parts within me were always at war: Eat! Don’t eat! Relax! Get busy!

	After only a few months of my low-fat eating, I lost my period at the age of twenty-eight, and I didn’t get it back for sixteen years. From the outside, everything looked good. Very few knew I even had an issue, and no one knew just how bad it was. I started bingeing again, but this time around, I told myself I couldn’t afford to let myself get fat.

	I learned how to make myself throw up the food I’d eaten, even though I’d read plenty of articles about how dangerous that was, how it was addictive and possibly deadly. I’d heard of women who’d ruptured their esophagi from retching. Still, I believed I had no choice.

	I went back to therapy. My psychiatrist was brilliant—one of the most highly regarded in our area. But he could do nothing to help me because I didn’t always tell him the truth. One of the things I avoided talking about was how frequently I used alcohol to make my hunger go away. But being a low-weight woman, my tolerance was very low, and just a couple of glasses would get me drunk enough to let go of my resolve and binge.

	I was afraid to go to bed hungry, so I would wait as long as possible to eat dinner. Then I’d fall into bed, stuffed and half-drunk, only to wake up in the middle of the night with the sugar/alcohol combining to set my blood racing and my heart pounding.

	My career was going pretty well, but I was miserable, self-hating and unable to enjoy my good life. I felt that there was always a crater within that needed to be filled. My psychiatrist taught me to meditate, but my thoughts churned around my obsession with food and my body. Eventually he gave me a book about a woman who identified as an alcoholic. I read with fascination about her illness and her recovery, and her solution which was AA. It hit me as I read this book: I am an alcoholic with food.

	Two of my dear friends from college had found Overeaters Anonymous when they were in their junior years, and both had emerged with stars in their eyes and food scales in their hands. I’d sworn I would never get “that bad,” but now I was there.

	I called each of them on the phone. One was no longer going to meetings, but the other was immersed in her local groups and gave me a lot of direction. After a particularly painful week of binging, I woke up willing to try abstaining from flour, alcohol and sugar; weighing and measuring every bite of food that would go into my body; and most importantly, finding a sponsor and taking her suggestions.

	I went to my first meeting and got a sponsor and a food plan at my second. I read books about food addiction, but I was already convinced. My relationship to sugar and large quantities of food was like that of a heroin addict. My only hope was cold turkey.

	I followed a very strict food plan for my first year in program, and even though it was challenging at times—I can recall opening cans of tuna fish and green beans in the rest room at Wendy’s, weighing my food on the bathroom sink, while my bandmates ate their burgers and fries—I was euphoric to be free from the obsession. The committee that was always arguing in my head was at peace for the most part.

	I was working the steps in a patchwork way with various sponsors, but I craved a clear path. My sponsors kept leaving or breaking their abstinence. Finally, I found an older woman named Elizabeth who had worked the steps “the Big Book way” out of Hyannis on Cape Cod. She told me she had a very specific method that involved reading the book together and talking about every single sentence.

	When we got to the fourth step, after about a year of reading together, I was ready to go deep. She gave me the directions, and I wrote every day. Halfway through the process, I had a miscarriage, my husband left me, my band broke up, and Elizabeth died in a car accident. I kept writing, working with Elizabeth’s sponsor to finish my process.

	The gifts I got from the inventory part of the steps were life-changing. As I turned around my resentments and fears, I began to see that all my problems really were of my own making, as the Big Book says. My parents had always told me to put myself in the other person’s proverbial moccasins, but now I was really considering other people in a new way. I was saying the Sick Man’s Prayer, realizing that everyone probably had a secret like mine. Everyone had some deep hidden pain or shame.

	As the saying goes, “Be kind, for everyone is fighting an impossible battle.” I finally saw that people were doing their absolute best. As Byron Kathy says, “Don’t be mad because he can’t bark like a dog when he’s actually a cat.” I learned that dishonesty can include skipping over this reality: that people are only able to do and be what they are capable of.

	Equally important was the realization that I am not the director of the show, no matter how much I might wish it to be otherwise. I might not even be more than a bit part. But I can do my part, and I can make a huge difference to another person who is suffering as I have suffered.

	In the year after my fifth step, I made all my amends. I started leading others through the steps, and miracles began to happen. I got divorced from my first husband—a good but troubled man I’d married way too young out of fear and self-doubt.

	I yearned to move out of the small farming community where we’d been living to a nearby city where my meetings were and where the schools were better. I was in my mid-thirties, and most of my friends had already started families. I didn’t know what God’s will might be for me, but I’d been told to take a half hour of quiet time every day to strengthen my internal connection to my higher power. And something told me this was the right direction for me to pursue.

	One day in July, my realtor called to say that a house in the city I’d had my eye on had just dropped in price a bit. It still cost too much, but I drove over to look at it anyway. As I pulled in the back, I was overwhelmed with the beauty of the gardens—there was a half-acre hidden away in the heart of the city! I came through the back door, my heart sinking as I remembered I couldn’t afford this place.

	But then, as I was shown the front room, I had a vision: what if I ran writing groups out of this space? I did some quick calculations: if the sellers would come down another ten thousand… if my house would sell for ten thousand more than what the realtor was estimating… if I could fill two writing groups… I just might make the mortgage.

	I took a leap of faith. The next day, I signed the paperwork. Three weeks later, my old house sold in a bidding war. Six weeks later, I’d moved in, and eight weeks later, I was running two classes out of that front room.

	Friends said, “That’s a big house for a single woman.” I shrugged. Three months later, I met the man who would become the father of my two children. I started several Overeaters Anonymous meetings plus an All Addictions Big Book Step Study meeting within walking distance of that house, and today my life is full of family, friends, writing, music and program.

	When I used to ask, “How long do I have to keep coming?” I was told, “Keep coming until you want to stay.” I can honestly say now I love coming to meetings. I even love that I’m a food addict. I haven’t ingested flour, sugar or alcohol for over twenty years, and I shed my self-hatred pretty much from day one.

	My life hasn’t been perfect, nor has my recovery. But I’m on my own side now. I have sponsees I’ve witnessed recover. I have joy in my life. I’m able to stay present for family members in their joys and sorrows. I’m open to new ways of seeing everything. I’m quick to apologize and make amends. I can see my part in the problem.

	That crater inside of me is still there, but now I know it’s the fissure into which I can invite God. I’m not whole without God’s love, and God made me this way so that I’d reach out.

	When I’m feeling empty, the most effective action is to make a call to someone in program or some other trusted, beloved person and share my love, share my wisdom, or share my confusion and pain. When I’m vulnerable in this way, that crater, that fissure, gets filled with something much more sustaining than food.


Never Again

	by Julie A.

	Julie was a steady presence when I first started going to Big Book meetings, with a calm confidence it was hard to imagine had ever been challenged. Which was why it was such a surprise when I heard her share about having been raped and the ripple effects that rape had on her life. Her story is a testament to how this process can be used even for resentments caused by trauma that is wholly undeserved. Rape is sometimes portrayed as a fate worse than death, but Julie shows us how she and her higher power have used what happened to her to be of service to others.

	I was fifteen when it happened. I’d drank a handful of times before, and I loved the way it made me feel. Drinking gave me confidence to talk to boys, which I was otherwise too scared to do because I was convinced that other girls were prettier and cooler than me. Why would a boy ever be interested in me?

	My friend Melanie was more confident than I was. One night, we got a ride to a house where a small group of boys from our high school were drinking. They were excited that we were there and gave us some drinks. We were having fun in the kitchen hanging around, and I began to feel drunk and confident. I followed a boy named Bill into the living room. We started kissing, which I’d only done with one other boy before.

	Bill was a year older and kissing him felt good. He took me by the hand and brought me to a bedroom down the hall. He put me on the bed and laid on top of me. I immediately got scared and very uncomfortable. He was kissing me hard and putting his hands in my pants. I said no, please stop. He told me I’d like it, that he wouldn’t hurt me. He pulled down my pants and held me down. I was saying no, no, no, please stop, but he forced my legs apart and pushed his way inside me. I was crying out for help. Tears poured from my eyes.

	How was this happening? With some struggling, I managed to get him off me. I ran to the bathroom and locked the door. I was bleeding—scared and drunk. I was in pain and felt very alone. I knew what he had done was wrong, but I was frightened no one would believe me. I kept what happened a secret from Melanie and from my family. I blamed myself. I told myself I was worthless, because if I was worth anything, he wouldn’t have treated me like that.

	After the rape, I drank as frequently as I could. I drank recklessly and became increasingly promiscuous because I was damaged goods anyway. I learned how to be the one in control with boys. I would never let a man have that power over me again.

	I thought about the rape on a daily basis. I had an intense resentment towards Bill which fueled my behavior with men. I was thoughtless toward them—not caring if they were in another relationship or I was in another relationship, no concerns about faithfulness or thoughts about who I hurt.

	Eventually I did get into a serious relationship with someone to the point that I felt safe enough to confide in him. I told him about my trauma. I became vulnerable and began to soften the hard exterior I’d built up. For the first time, I began to feel that someone genuinely cared about me and my feelings. I allowed him to love me and I fell in love back and married him.

	During our marriage, there were many times I was unable to let him hold me. I shuddered and pulled away, consistently reminding him of the rape, that when he held me I felt trapped and scared. Thoughts of Bill and what he’d done continued to occupy my mind, and I drank to push the images away.

	My drinking became more and more regular, and my marriage fell apart due to my progressive alcoholism, my lack of sexual interest in my husband, and my promiscuity with other men, which gave me the sense of control I needed.

	After my marriage ended, my drinking and my need to control men became paramount in my life. I engaged in reckless sexual behavior. I wore the rape like a badge, reminding myself daily that no man would ever have power over me again.

	The deep hatred I had for Bill was in my daily thoughts. My drinking and sex life were both out of control and I saw myself spiraling downward. I was depressed, suicidal, and filled with resentment. I knew I wouldn’t survive if I kept on living this way.

	I showed up at AA and stopped drinking cold turkey, but in my early days of AA I couldn’t give up the sex and using men. I asked for help and was directed to a Big Book Step Study meeting where I met people who spoke honestly about their unsuccessful lives and the embarrassing things they’d done. They talked about a solution that had changed them. I asked a women to sponsor me and was thrust into working the steps out of the Big Book.

	Meanwhile, I was still doing things that were embarrassing and secret, and I felt worthless inside. But there was one slight change: I didn’t feel completely alone anymore.

	After taking my third step, I was told to make a list of people, institutions and principles I had resentments against. Now was my chance. I said the Third Step Prayer, opened my notebook, and on the first line I took my pen, pressed down deeply on the paper, and wrote in big letters BILL. Now it was down on paper.

	Bill was the first of hundreds of names on my grudge list. I hadn’t realized I was so angry. Next I wrote details about what these people had done to me. What a relief it was to write it down. It was like I’d unleashed a wild animal. My way of handling resentment in the past had been to bottle it up and push it deep down inside me. I was filled with old and current resentments with no way to handle them.

	After I finished my list, I was given the next direction. The Big Book says that if I’m ever to get over drinking I must be rid of resentment, that resentment is like poison to an alcoholic. It asks me to consider that each person on my list may be a sick person, that I should look at them and treat them the way I’d treat a sick friend. My sponsor showed me the Sick Man’s Prayer and told me to look at each person on my list as sick and to ask God to save me from being angry with them.

	I’d never looked at the world through this lens before and had no idea it would have such a profound impact. I came home, lit a candle, and opened my notebook to the list of names. I knelt on the floor and saw that first name in large, dark print. The anger came screaming from the page. Tears welled up in my eyes as I said the prayer, asking God to save me from being angry.

	I had very little expectation of any result. My rape was a part of me and my life. That was a given. But immediately I felt a tinge of relief from my anger. I saw that Bill was an immature boy who was sick, and I thought of how God would want me to treat a sick person. The intense grip I’d kept on this twenty-year resentment began to be released. Yes, Bill had hurt me deeply, but I was the one who’d kept that pain and hurt alive every single day, and I’d hurt so many people as a result.

	I said the prayer for everyone on my list, including myself. I moved through the rest of my fourth step, and in the sex inventory I was faced with the fact that my sexual behavior was reckless, careless and hurtful to many people. I was directed to say a prayer and ask God to shape a sane and sound ideal for my future sex life. I had never let God into this space before, and I was nervous about what that would mean. My ideal had words like monogamy, love, respect…

	In step five, I shared my resentments with God and my sponsor. My anger was dramatically less. I had seen the impact resentment had had on my life, how it had owned me nearly every single day. My sponsor was understanding and empathetic. She listened carefully and let me share my story about this traumatic experience. I confessed how I’d used this experience to shape every single relationship with men during my life and the guilt and shame I felt because of that.

	During the course of our conversation, the weight began to lighten even further. I realized that if I was to be free from this, it was me who needed to let it go. I needed to loosen my extremely tight grip on the resentment, blame and hatred I felt. I asked God to come into this space with me and help me to let go. The result was permanent relief from my anger toward Bill. I have never once felt anger toward him again.

	Since then, I’ve been able to trust men in a way I never could before. I’m not ashamed of myself, my body, or my past. I’m able to love myself, which has allowed me to fall in love with a man and be in an intimate relationship which met my ideal.

	My life has been forever changed since this relief came. I have freedom now from the resentment that once owned me.


The Only Life I Have

	by Kim M.

	When I first met Kim, she was, from my perspective, a Big Book Step Study expert already. It wasn’t until after I’d known her for many years that I learned she had Multiple Sclerosis—a progressively debilitating, ultimately fatal disease. Listening to her share at meetings about how the steps had solved her alcohol problem, I never would have guessed she was dealing with a problem I considered far more serious than my own. Kim doesn’t ever share her MS story at AA meetings, but when I set out to write this book, I knew I needed to finally hear it.

	I almost lost my job as a nurse to drinking. That was my bottom. I was drinking every day, barely getting to work, and I found out my boss was planning an intervention. I don’t know if I was going to get canned or if they were going to make suggestions, but it was to that point.

	I was working twelve-hour shifts, so I would work three twelve-hour shifts, then have four days off to binge. Even on work days, as soon as I got home, I started drinking and would end up passed out, blacked out. I wouldn’t even know sometimes what day of the week it was, whether I needed to get up and go to work.

	One of those binge days, I was so out of it I guess I called a friend and threatened that I couldn’t take it anymore. Next thing I know a cop is at my front door. We talked and he felt I was okay to be left alone. My friend and her husband were furious that the cop left me at the house alone. They showed up later that evening to drag me to the hospital. It’s all a blur, but they got me into a rehab. Between inpatient and outpatient, I was there six weeks, and I came out determined that I wasn’t going to spend all this money and be deemed an alcoholic and then fail. So that was the beginning.

	I went to an AA meeting my first day getting out of rehab. I did as I was told—get on your knees and ask for help, get a sponsor, go to meetings. I did have a sponsor. She was very nice. She was one of those women who sponsor a lot of women, but she only knew conventional AA. I began a fourth step with her, but it was so short. I never even got to the fifth step.

	When I was in rehab, the theory was to put people on an antidepressant, so I was on a pink cloud for a while, medication induced, but my own doctor knew I didn’t have depression, and he was like, “Why are you even on this? You’re coming off of it.” Once I was taken off the medication, I was miserable.

	I’d been sober a year and I remember someone saying, “Congratulations, that was the easy part.” And I didn’t want to hear that because I was so miserable I wanted to die. And that was the easy part?

	You go to these meetings every night and you see the same people in multiple meetings throughout the week and they’re sober, but they’re miserable. They’re complaining about everything. Then there were these other guys—they were insane and hardcore alcoholics and drug addicts and then all of a sudden, they started talking different, acting different, being different. That’s when I learned about Big Book Step Study. You heard a difference in how they were talking. But I was afraid to go.

	I was so balled up. I thought maybe I’d go to a hotel and drink myself to death. Nobody would know where I was. I was wishing an eighteen wheeler would run me off the road and take me out so I didn’t have to take myself out. I’m thinking rope, blades. I don’t have any good pills. I can kill myself with Tylenol, but that’s a painful death. That’s how desperate I was.

	So one night when I was seriously thinking through all that, I ended up at a meeting and who’s there? One of those guys who was always talking about Big Book Step Study. And I thought you’ve got to be kidding me. But that’s how it started. That’s how I got into Big Book.

	I was raised Catholic, and I had that punishing God in my head. I’ve talked to other people from my church and they didn’t grow up with the same idea, but that was how I looked at God—like I could never be good enough. I only viewed God as a punishing God. I was never able to feel any strength or comfort from Him. In my alcoholic mind, I could never satisfy Him.

	So by the time I was in high school, I was already pissed off. I turned my back on Him. I started drinking, and that was the cure. I pretended to go to church to pacify my family. Oh yeah, I’m going to church. I go every Sunday. I’d be lying about it all the time. I had absolutely no faith. I would tear my religion apart. Let me give you the reasons why you shouldn’t believe.

	Then I got to AA and they told me I needed to believe in a higher power. Just teach me how not to drink. You’re trying to tell me God is the key? No. So before I came to Big Book I was struggling. I thought that in step two I had to already know God and that I should have a working relationship with the god of my understanding.  There was nothing—no relationship.

	Even though I’d turned my back on Him, I did believe something was out there, because there are people who have had terrible tragedies happen to them, and they believe. I remember listening to a story on NPR about this guy whose wife and kids had been murdered, how he forgave the man who did it, even helped him get out of jail early. And I remember listening to that and I couldn’t understand it. How do you do that? I knew something was out there, but how do you grasp it? I had no clue.

	Thanks to working these steps, the punishing God from my childhood meshed into this new God that I was starting to get to know. They were two separate entities at first, but they just kind of gelled, and now there’s one God I turn to for everything. I see God as the guidance I was always looking for. I do what I think He would have me do—living rightly, correctly—and if I screw up, I don’t feel like I need to be punished for that anymore.

	I was on step four when I was diagnosed with MS. I already knew a little about MS, so when I started having vision problems and the ophthalmologist used the words optic neuritis, I knew that was a telltale sign of MS.

	I asked my friend Sue to look up my MRI and she did and there was the diagnosis. She was mortified. She didn’t know what to say. I remember walking away and I’m like, I knew it would be MS. And then I was walking away and I’m crying and thinking, Don’t let anybody see you cry, Kim. Don’t let anybody see you cry.

	My mind went straight to worst-case scenario, thinking I’m going to be the gork in the bed. That’s how we described people who couldn’t feed themselves, dress themselves, take care of themselves. A gork. That’s how I visualized myself.

	But I don’t remember wanting to drink, because the process had already started to work. I didn’t feel anywhere near as hopeless as I did when I first got sober or during that period when I was so suicidal right before I got into Big Book. Thank God I was in the middle of doing my steps, because otherwise I think I would’ve taken that route of finding a hotel room and just disappearing.

	Instead I was able to see that MS wasn’t punishment. None of us get out alive. Everybody ends up with some sort of issue along the way. It’s random, just like my alcoholism. My brother drinks, but he’s not an alcoholic. He’s had different issues over his life than I have. So that’s how I think of it with the MS too. It’s just a part of life. I’m not any different than anybody else. Somebody may have a worse disease.

	My disease could be a hundred times worse, and that’s been evident. I can work. I can function independently enough to at least get myself to work and back. I can think of two individuals who should be doing better, but the disease is winning. That’s why I say I’m so much luckier than some people are.

	Since I was on step four when I got diagnosed, I could apply the same Big Book Step Study process to MS. With MS, we don’t have the physical or mental obsession like there is with alcohol, but we’re powerless over the disease and its effect on our bodies. And we’re resentful at everything and everyone because now we have this disease, which leads to self-pity. It’s like, oh, woe is me, poor me. When I was first in Big Book, before I learned to live in steps ten, eleven, and twelve, I was a big dweller in self-pity.

	So my reaction at the time was a mix of alcoholic thinking and this new way of looking at life that this process was starting to give me.

	At first, I was trying to be my own solution. I thought let me understand this disease, let me research it. I’ll figure out how to eat, how I should exercise. I was trying to go against the grain, like every alcoholic—trying to decide how this will go, wanting to run the show. I was going to figure it all out. I found a diet that might help MS and then maybe I wouldn’t have to take the meds, but what was I doing? Playing God.

	Because of my nursing background, I knew about MS, but I didn’t have in-depth knowledge, so how am I going to make treatment decisions? I’m not a doctor. I’m not God. I decided to see what the professionals had to say, to just shut my mouth and listen. So I went to the neurologist, I went to the neuro-ophthalmologist, and they were all telling me the same thing. So all right, I’ll start the meds.

	I never thought I was fearful when I was drinking. Even when I first got sober, I would say I wasn’t afraid of anything. But then as I got clearer I realized I was afraid of everything under the sun and especially to ask for help. Admitting that—yes, I do have MS, so it takes me longer to think, for things to get processed, for me to physically do stuff. I do get tired—that’s hard.

	I’ll never forget this one day I was working in my yard. Our family tradition was you spent Sunday working in the yard and then we’d all go to my parents’ house and hang out by the pool. I figured I had to do everything from soup to nuts like I always had. The entire yard—blown, swept, weed whacking. I can do it all myself. I don’t need to ask for help. I was so exhausted that when I got to my parents’ house, I just passed out on their couch—fatigued and exhausted.

	I’ve lost so much strength. Even when I was drinking, I was out there running and staying fit, taking classes like kick boxing. But with MS, you’re limited. My strength is nowhere near where it should be, and sometimes I’ll have an expectation of myself that I can carry that box one-handed, but I can’t do that anymore.

	I was afraid to explain that kind of stuff before. Now I think nothing of it. I don’t care what other people think. Before, I needed to pass things by other people. I was defined by their opinions. Now none of that matters. Very early on I realized I can’t overwork myself. I have to ask other people for help when I need it.

	My MS is relapse/remitting. You try and keep it level by taking the meds. It’s not cured, but it keeps it at bay. But extenuating circumstances—stressors, sleep patterns, diet—all that will effect it, and I recently had an exacerbation that lasted about a year. My father died. I was redoing my kitchen. I was worried about taking care of my mother, helping out with her house. The oral med I was on might have been part of it.

	The exacerbation kept me out of work for a year. I didn’t even think I’d get back to a job. Could I do an ER job again? Absolutely not. There was no way I could do that. I figured if worst came to worst, I’d go on disability. It wasn’t the way I wanted to live, because I’d rather be able to work and do the things I want to do. There was that fear that I wasn’t going to get back to work, back to that baseline of where I wanted to be, but I had to trust and rely on God that it would all work out.

	I was lucky enough to be able to get through that exacerbation. I was thinned out financially, but again, it’s trusting that whatever needs to happen will happen. If I need to sell the house, life will continue. If I’m not supposed to get this job I applied to, then I’m not getting it.

	Doing tenth steps is what got me through. Instant relief. Because when I’m caught up in fear or resentment I’m only thinking about myself and what I want. Not about anybody else with this disease, not about whoever’s trying to help me. Just me and my self-pity. I used to be so resentful at people because they had their perfect lives, but when I really talk to people, wow, they’re having difficulties just like me.

	Then my dishonesty is all about me playing God. I think I shouldn’t have this disease or that I should be able to do what I want to do. It’s dishonest to think any of it—like how I don’t always walk correctly—defines me. It’s dishonest to personalize it. MS is a random thing, not something God is doing to punish me. It’s like alcoholism, like my high blood pressure. It’s just something that randomly happened genetically.

	My self-seeking is self-pity, feeling sorry for myself. Usually I’m trying to figure everything out, manage it. And sometimes I explode. I get angry—swearing, kicking my feet because I’m not getting things done the way I want them done.

	I remember doing a ten because I had a bazillion leaves in my yard and I was getting stressed out because I couldn’t rake them. Every time I was off work, it was raining, and the leaves were ten feet high. It’s dishonest to think I can’t pay someone to rake leaves. I don’t have to do everything myself.

	It all comes down to the same three fears: what are people going to think of me, I’m not good enough, and lack of control. Those are my three main fears.

	But when I do a ten, as soon as I say I’m selfish—just thinking of myself and nobody else—then start with the dishonesty of me playing God—that usually resolves the resentment or fear right there. Just by asking God to remove it and praying, I see my ridiculousness. Because ultimately my biggest problem is that I’m trying to get my way and nobody else matters. That’s the key right there. When I say those words and pray on those words of trusting and relying on God, it works pretty much instantly.

	I can remember doing tens when I first started. I can see myself in the room at work where I’d run in to do a ten. Then, after, it would feel like such a chore to go out and help somebody else—to resolutely turn my thoughts to helping others. I’d be resentful that I had to turn my thoughts, but it’s automatic now. It’s easy, because it just became a part of my life.

	Step eleven is huge. When I started this process, I wanted relief so bad, but I wasn’t sure it was going to happen for me, so even before I was on eleven, I was trying to get a taste of it. Just wishing for it to happen.

	I do the reading right out of the book every day because if I do what the book is telling me, things seem so much easier. Every morning I read “on awakening” and at night I read “when we retire at night,” taking it word for word on how to deal with everything. There’ve been mornings I’ll be running into work with the Big Book in my pocket so I can read eleven in the bathroom, because I’ve missed it a few times and it makes life worse. I’d rather do eleven every day.

	The Big Book says “what used to be the hunch or occasional inspiration gradually becomes a working part of the mind,” and I wondered if that would really happen for me. It did over time by doing this over and over just like I did everything else.

	Eleven tells me to stop asking for what I want. You can ask at times, but only if it’s to help somebody else. Not for me. I used to bargain: God do this for me. I’ll do this for you. Give me a sign. It was all a bargaining chip. Now I don’t ask for myself, not even for relief from my disease or its symptoms. I just take it day by day like it says in the book and try to not have so much on my plate anymore.

	It used to be when I had a day off, I’d be running from morning to night because this and this and this needed to get done. And now it’s just, I’ll get around to it when I can. It used to be all plotted out, but that doesn’t happen anymore. Knowing that stress could make my MS so much worse, it just isn’t worth it. I go back to trusting and relying. Am I perfect at it? Absolutely not, because I’m human.

	But even during my exacerbation, I was still trying to work with others, even though I was having a vision problem and driving was a strain. When I first got halfway through step nine, I wanted to sponsor people so bad. I got resentful that all these women were sponsors and nobody asked me to sponsor them. Then I prayed on it enough to realize that God felt like I wasn’t ready. When I was further through my amends, He allowed me to start sponsoring people.

	There’s an ebb and flow of being a sponsor. You get hit with a ton of people and then it slows down and then it picks up again. At first I was thinking I could only be of service to people in AA and then I realized there’s a whole world out there I can help. When I’m not working with sponsees, I have time to give back to people with MS, to friends and family or other people I can help. So I feel more rounded.

	Thank God for tens, eleven, working with others. It’s all about trusting and relying on God that I’ll be okay. I’ve done all I’m supposed to do—now it’s up to Him. If I should have this house, then the sale will go through. If not, there’s another one out there somewhere. Same thing with jobs.

	Before this process I stayed at a job for twenty-two years out of total fear. Not that I would’ve admitted it at the time. I would tell people what my plan was, but there I was, still at the same job out of fear because I didn’t know what would happen if I left.

	I hope to be able to stay at my current job until I retire. That’s my plan. Will I be able to make it until sixty-five? I don’t know. God may have a different plan. I don’t plan on staying in my house for the rest of my life. It’s a place to live.

	I try not to get too attached to material things so I won’t have too much fear about that. I was so obsessive as a young person about saving money that I wasn’t living. Make sure you have enough to survive—that you’re not going to go bankrupt—but money is made to be spent, so have fun. So I live somewhere in between now.

	Support-wise, it’s turning to God for everything. Family and friends know what I can do and what I can’t do, and if they forget, I tell them. If people have an expectation of me that I can’t live up to, then it’s a matter of communication. Communication is huge.

	And when I’m feeling jammed up, I’ll do a tenth step and realize it could be worse. I could be in a wheelchair and not be able to lift that box at all. It may take me three put-downs to carry it across the room, but I can at least do that.

	Either you sit there battling and be resentful at MS or use the process to realize it’s okay. I can still enjoy life. This is the only life I have, so I might as well enjoy it to the fullest, to the best of my ability at any level, even if it gets worse. That’s how I look at it.

	Now I tell people straight out about my MS, because I can be helpful to people getting their own diagnosis. I can be a resource. I’ll get phone calls out of the blue because I’ve told people they can call me if they have a question. My sister-in-law’s co-worker has MS now. First thing she did, she called me. I told her about what I was going through, what to look for, what she’s probably going to experience next. It’s cool that I can be of help to other people.

	I consider myself spiritual more than religious—probably most of us do—but I’m not resentful against the church anymore. I go on a more regular basis, more in observance. You see these older people who can barely walk, but they get strength from being there. I respect them for that. I don’t beat them up mentally anymore. I have a better bond and better communication with God when I talk to Him directly than to a priest, but I don’t put down the person who gets relief from talking to a priest.

	I don’t think of myself as an inspiration. I’m just cruising through life. I never imagined life could be so easy and so good because before it was such a struggle.

	My life now is so much better since doing this process. The daily struggles of life were so overwhelming then, and now it’s a piece of cake. Having God in my life makes the difference. It doesn’t matter if you’re not an alcoholic, you can still have that working relationship with God.

	Trust and rely. Be of service.


Same Headboard, Different Me

	by Kimberly S.

	Kimberly was my sponsor—my guide through these twelve steps. Our lives couldn’t have been more different. I certainly never suffered the kind of trauma she did. But what she’d been through made her an even stronger inspiration. If she could recover, if she could forgive, then so could I.

	I’m an alcoholic, and I’m recovered from physical and sexual child abuse. The abuse started early, when I was around five. There was a guy who I thought was my grandpa, because that was what we called him: Grandpa. I don’t remember when I found out he wasn’t really my grandpa, that he was just my mother’s boyfriend. I think she was dead by then. But I didn’t understand why Mom and Grandpa were doing these things to me in bed, and why I could never tell Daddy that Grandpa had come over.

	I had a younger sister, but she’d be sleeping or outside playing while this was going on. They never included her. Why me and not her? I’ll never know. Some days I wished it was her instead of me, but then other days I just wanted to protect her. It was hard.

	My mother was physically abusive too. She couldn’t control her temper when she was drinking, and she drank all the time. I don’t even know if she drank anything other than tea and beer. My dad was always working. He was a field engineer, so he was kind of like a doctor but for computers. My mother would abuse me when he wasn’t home, and he worked a lot of hours.

	When I was six, I tried to run away, and he chased me down the street to ask me what I was doing. I said, “I just don’t want to live like that anymore. I want it to stop.” But he didn’t know what was going on, because my mother always said that if I told anybody what was happening, she’d kill me. “I’ll kill you,” she’d say with her finger in my face. And I believed her.

	One time, I took these crinkle scissors and cut up the sleeves of my mother’s raincoat to make it like fringe. She tied me to a pole in the basement and hit me with a board. It was one of the scariest times in my life, but there were these sun rays coming through the window onto the floor, and that’s the first time I remember praying, just asking God to make this end. I was so tired. I was little, and I was always in trouble.

	We moved when I was seven, but the grandpa guy came over to the new place too. He had a yellow Jeep, and when I got off the school bus and saw that little yellow Jeep, I knew it was going to be a long afternoon. I was going to have to perform, and I never knew what we were going to do. Sometimes she’d make me play board games at the kitchen table with them. She’d be drinking beer and spitting, slurring her words. It was disgusting, and I’d be wishing I could be anywhere but there.

	She got crazier as I got older. When I started to reach puberty, she’d have me take off my shirt and walk around the kitchen modelling so she and Grandpa could laugh at me because one of my breasts was bigger than the other. “Look at that,” my mother would say. “She’s a freak.”

	One day I went to the reservoir to play. It was March and it was wet and we all got soaked. When I got home, my mother was so mad at me. My punishment was to iron my father’s underwear and handkerchiefs, but I did it wrong so she shoved the handkerchiefs down my throat. That was the closest she ever came to killing me, because she couldn’t get them out. I was choking, on the ground gagging, and she was trying to pull the handkerchiefs out and she couldn’t get them out. I remember her panic that she might have gone too far. And then I had to pretend it didn’t happen. You can never tell your dad. It was a head trip to grow up that way. My dad would come home from work and ask how my day was. “Great.”

	There were many, many horror stories. I was always in trouble, always getting yelled at. My sister never got in trouble. When my mother introduced us to her friends, she’d say, “This is my daughter Lisa. She’s an angel. You can see her halo. This is Kim. She’s the devil. You can see her horns. Do you see her horns?” My first day of school after we moved into the new house, she put a paper bag over my head and said, “You’re so ugly. I don’t know how you walk outside. If I was as ugly as you, I could never leave the house. But I give you credit that you have the courage to walk out the door.” And I believed her. That was my mother. I believed what she told me.

	Sometimes I understood why I was in trouble, like with the fringe or that day I got wet, but other times it didn’t make any sense. Under our stairs, there was a little closet where we kept the board games. My sister hid her friend in there when the friend’s parents came looking for her one day, and my mother beat the crap out of me for it. She beat my head against the headboard in her bedroom—the same headboard on the same bed where they would sexually abuse me. I kept trying to tell her that I didn’t know the girl was there, but my mother said, “That’s irrelevant. You’re older.” When I had my kids, I tried to make sure I never did that—never let one get in trouble just because they were older. I never wanted to be like my mother, that’s for sure.

	The sexual abuse was always going on. Always. Every other day the grandpa guy was there, and she would do it even if he wasn’t there. It was always in my parents’ bedroom. The grandpa guy used to kneel next to my mother and we’d “pray.” That was what they called it. Standing at the refrigerator, I could look down the hall and see him in the praying position naked next to the bed. She’d be in the bed naked, and I’d have to get in bed with her. That was when he’d touch me.

	It was disgusting. I hated being touched. Sex to me is not a good thing, not a kind thing. It’s a dirty thing. Being abused as a kid drags into the rest of your life. You stuff it so deep down, because you’ve gotta move forward, but it never goes away. Things trigger it—music, smells. My mother’s perfume is still on the market. Once in a blue moon it’ll go by, and it’s like a hit in the face. And my dad still lives in the house where it all happened. I can stand at his refrigerator and look down the hallway and see that same headboard.

	When I was thirteen, my mother told me she and my father were getting divorced. I got my dad alone as fast as I could and said, “Please don’t leave me with that woman. She’ll kill me if you’re not here.” So what happened is she moved into an apartment and left us with my father. The belittling and the physical abuse never ended, but the sexual abuse was much less. Her new place was a lot smaller, and it kind of put a damper on her plans.

	The night she died was February 2nd, 1980. I was going to be fifteen in a month, and my dad had bought me a flute. He told me to call my mother and tell her about it. So I did, and then she said she loved me, and I said “No, you don’t. If you loved me, you never would’ve done those things to me. You never would’ve touched me. You never would’ve done any of that.”

	I don’t remember what she said. I just remember us arguing and that I stood up for myself for the first time. The next day when I woke up, she was dead. They say she had a stroke, but I thought I killed her because I stood up to her finally. As you get older, you start dreaming about the day you’re going to tell your abuser off. Then she croaked the one time I did it. So I thought I’d killed her. My sister was devastated because she was so close to her. She started snorting gasoline a few weeks later, at eleven years old. She used drugs and alcohol till the day she died in my father’s driveway. Crack, heroin, everything. So I thought I killed my mother and destroyed my sister, too.

	That was the next stage of my life: guilt. Guilt over killing my mother. Guilt for making her mad. Guilt for making her have to hit me. Guilt for killing her. Guilt for making my sister sad because I killed my mother. Guilt for making my sister an addict. It just went on and on and on and on. I was a fucking basket case.

	I put on a smile. I tried to be happy. I goofed on myself and put myself down in a funny way because I knew I was ugly. I knew I sucked. I knew I had no right to be walking the face of the earth, and I was gonna make sure you knew I knew it before you could tell me, because no one was going to tell me what my mother told me again. That was how I lived my life. Very defensive, very sarcastic. Down on myself, but in a funny way. I would make you laugh, but I was putting myself down before you could put me down.

	My whole life I had long hair, which I used to hide my face because I believed her about how ugly I was. I would try to talk myself out of it, but just as fast I’d tell myself I deserved it. She’s lying. I’m not that ugly. Well, she told me I was ugly. She put a bag on my head. She wouldn’t have put a bag over my head if I wasn’t that ugly. It was a constant struggle.

	I became the alcoholic I didn’t want to be. When I was twenty, I used some of the money I inherited from my mother to put myself in a rehab. I got out the weekend of my twenty-first birthday, nervous because I was finally legal to drink and I was just getting out of rehab. But I went to AA and I did the steps. Being such a hot mess, I don’t think I did them thoroughly enough, but it helped. I had twelve years sober—well, dry. I kind of went to meetings, sat in the back, never really got involved, never trusted women, especially motherly women. And eventually I started drinking again.

	With my dad still living in the same house, I was reliving memories every time I went to see him. I’d get a tightness in my chest and an anger. If I was eating lunch in the kitchen, I’d think about walking around naked with them laughing at my boobies. If I stood at the refrigerator and looked down the hall, I’d see my father’s bed with that same headboard. How was I not supposed to see the grandpa guy kneeling next to it?

	Counselors would ask me, “How does that make you feel?” Pretty shitty. Thanks for asking. Do you have any recommendations on how to prevent myself from feeling that way or even ease it a little? “Remove yourself from the situation.” That was all they ever suggested. But when it’s your father’s house, and you have kids who want to go see grandpa, how do you stay away?

	If you’d asked me back then What is Kim?, I’d have said, “Kim is fucking angry. Kimmie’s pissed. Kim’s pissed that she lost her childhood.” I would visit my mother’s cemetery plot to spit on her. She has a flat stone, so I would spit on it and step on it and say, “Eff you, bitch. You never should’ve done that to me.” That animosity and anger reflected in everything I did. My mouth would shoot off nasty things to people, because I was so angry at the world over a woman who’d been dead for thirty-five years.

	I tried counseling, therapy, psychiatrists, medicine, smoking weed. I tried drinking. I tried everything to be more normal. I tried all these different religions. I would go to synagogue, because I worked in Westport and Greenwich and my Jewish clients would bring me. I have friends who go to African American Baptist churches where they sing and they’re happy. I thought maybe that would work. I’ve gone to the Jehovah’s Witnesses. Been born again, got baptized. Everything. But I was still a pissed-off, mean person.

	I always wished I could find a way to live—to put what was behind me behind me and heal and become a better person. Make sure I didn’t treat my kids the same way my mother treated me. All I ever wanted to do in life was have kids and be different. Thank you, Jesus, that I never touched any of my children sexually, but when I got drunk, my anger would come out. My kids have a lot of bad memories. I’m grateful I never touched any of them, but they have horror stories.

	Then one day my friend Jeff started talking about this meeting I should go to, and that was how I got to Big Book Step Study. I did the steps very thoroughly. I wrote everything down. I’d never intended to tell anybody about all that stuff with my mother—no one needed to know about that—but that’s not how this works. That was the main part I had to tell. I had to get into the nitty-gritty.

	I always had faith, ever since I was a little girl and saw those rays coming through the window. But I’d turned away from God. I was really mad at Him for a long time. Just like my mother never would’ve done those things if she loved me, I thought God never would’ve let them happen if He loved me. So I left God for a long time. When I first started doing this process and my sponsor told me to pray, I’d be like, “Yo dude. I’m a little annoyed at you. You done me dirty.”

	But then I realized, He didn’t do me dirty. Things happen to people according to what they can handle. I’m definitely stronger than my sister. I’m grateful now that the sexual abuse didn’t happen to her, because the poor girl could barely handle what she had. I had a stronger will to survive.

	When I got to my fourth step, my sponsor and I had a tricky time finding my part in being physically and sexually abused. Why did they start having sex with me when I was so little? Why did they do that to me, but nothing to my sister? It wasn’t like it was my decision to be a part of it or like I could’ve removed myself from the situation. My mother was so violent that I had to do what she said or she’d beat me. And when someone’s telling you not to tell anyone or they’ll kill you, and they’re almost killing you anyway, you don’t say anything.

	So maybe it was my being the first born, maybe there was something about me my mother didn’t care for. We’ll never know. But my sponsor and I wondered if that was how my mother had been brought up. Because from what I understand, her family was all alcoholics. I’m the fifth generation woman. Children learn what they live. Could that have been what she was taught?

	Whether or not she was sexually abused, I’ll never know, but I know she was never happy. Her dad died when she was nine, and she had to quit school at fourteen to open a laundry business with her mother. They washed people’s clothes and ironed them, and she hated it. She couldn’t finish school because she had to iron. Then her mom died when she was eighteen. She didn’t like her life. She was very bitter and angry. She drank from day to night and also had migraines she’d been prescribed Demerol for. It was all lined up on the shelf with needles. My mother would give herself Demerol and drink beer. So she definitely wasn’t thinking straight.

	We think she had mental illness too, but they didn’t diagnose stuff like that in those days. They didn’t even say she was an alcoholic. It was more like, “I didn’t see anything. Did you see anything?” She used to come to my school in her karate outfit with her hair in pigtails, wasted, and they’d let me go home with her. Nowadays they’d be calling the cops.

	So we came to the conclusion that my mother was just extremely sick, that if she’d been in her right mind, she never would have done those things. Nobody in their right mind would. I was an innocent bystander—in the wrong place at the wrong time. But there was a way to heal from it all.

	I wrote her a letter, and my sponsor and I read it and we talked about it and prayed about it for a long, long time. I started to see that my mother and I were both alcoholics. We both had a disease, and that disease had prevented us from working on our defects.

	It took time, but I forgave her. I didn’t even realize I forgave her. It wasn’t conscious. What happened, unbeknownst to me, is I just started thinking about things less. One day I went to the cemetery, and I didn’t spit on her. I didn’t step on her or swear at her. I went there and it was as normal as sitting with a friend. My chest didn’t tighten. It was over.

	Letting go of that resentment freed me like crazy. Gradually, without me even noticing, I began to heal and become a different person. I began to have a whole different perspective, a whole different understanding of people. Now I think about other people’s feelings before I jump to acting on my own. I didn’t know how to do that before.

	I’ll give you a for-instance. My stepsister’s a very sick person. She’s always been sick, and she’s always been on welfare. I used to be really fresh about it. She would visit me at work when I was a teenager, and I would be nasty to her because she was on welfare and I was working. Fast forward, my birthday was Thursday. For a month, we’ve known she had a disability hearing scheduled on my birthday, but everything had been worked out. My stepmother was going to pay for her to take a taxi. Then they called me the night before my birthday to ask if I could take her to court. I didn’t have any plans, but my first instinct was to say no. I was really ticked. It was my birthday.

	I never prayed so hard. I told myself, “I’ve got to remove my old cocky, nasty self and think of what I’ve learned, these new values and this new way of treating people—not Kim’s way which is Oh, little miss wants to get her free money on my birthday?” I prayed and I prayed, and I reminded myself: don’t be cocky; don’t belittle her; don’t say any of your fresh things. Yes, she’s going to get disability. She’s a very sick person. Meanwhile I’m driving my car. I’m healthy; I’m happy; I’m not an active alcoholic. I can spend time with somebody I used to have so much animosity toward and not belittle her.

	Those are the moments when I know this process is working for me. First you wonder, is it really going to work? Then you wonder, did it really make that big a difference? But I live it every day. Because it’s all still in my face—the same wounds and the same memories—and now I can pray, pause, and be of service to someone who needs me. It’s almost like when you get a blood transfusion and they say you got all new blood. I got a whole new soul.

	I think all humans are self-centered. It’s all about us. It’s my birthday, it’s my time, it’s my gas, my car. Shut up. Somebody just needs a ride. It’s gonna take two or three hours of your busy life to be kind, to treat someone like a human being when they’re down on their luck and sad. My stepsister thanked me so much for driving her. She told me she’d been so afraid to take a taxi that she thought she’d have a heart attack.

	I can go to my dad’s house now without thinking about what happened there. I can relish the moments with my children and grandchildren and my father and stepmother. I understand that sex can be a beautiful thing. I’m not mad at God anymore. I’m not mad at anyone anymore. And now finally, after all these years, I stand up to people. It’s hard to stand up to people who’ve got your number, but I’m changing my number.

	I hate talking about this, but I’m doing it to help other people. I have to tell them how much I’ve been through and how I’ve been healed. I have to share it, so that other people can try too. It’s definitely the best thing you can do for yourself. The only thing that’s ever given me peace is doing the steps through this process. It has completely changed my whole way of thinking, my whole thought process, my whole being as a human being.

	I have three kids and I’m sober, so I’m just the happiest person on the planet because I’m so grateful. Thank you, God, that I found Jeff that day and he brought me to these steps. 


Appendix II: How to Hear a Fifth Step

	If you’ve had a spiritual awakening as a result of these steps, you’re well-positioned to hear a fifth step. You don’t need to be an insightful genius or have any special knowledge about your sponsee’s particular troubles. You don’t need to study or prepare. You don’t need to be afraid that you don’t know how to do this or that you won’t do it right. All you need is the experience of having done your own fifth step and access to a higher power.

	But it may be that you haven’t done this process yourself, that the person who asked you to hear their fifth step wasn’t able to find a sponsor who’s had that experience. In that case, you have a special role to fill.

	Start by reading the instructions for steps four and five so you’ll understand the type of work your sponsee has done and how you’ll be reviewing it together. Then read the chapter called Step Twelve – Carrying the Message. Finally, read the rest of this appendix.

	Time commitment

	Hearing a fifth step isn’t a one-day deal. I’ve had fifth steps take a couple of months, and I’ve had them take a year. It depends on the size of the inventory and our willingness to make time for the work. Personally, I make myself as available as possible, because twelfth step work is my medicine. I need it. But that doesn’t mean I never have scheduling conflicts.

	Scheduling conflicts, how long the two of you are able to maintain focus in a single session, travel time, how good your sponsee’s original work was, their willingness to see new truths—all these will factor into how long this process takes. But it won’t be short.135

	Be sure you’re willing to dedicate the necessary time before you begin, or you may be tempted to let your sponsee breeze through without the thoroughness this process demands. There may be times when your sponsee is so bound by their resentment that they can’t see their part in it, and you’ll need to sit in stubborn silence, refusing to let them move on until God has had enough time to work. We can never allow impatience to be our guide. This process is meant to be thorough, not fast.

	Confidentiality

	Hearing someone’s fifth step is the greatest honor you’ll ever be given. This sacred trust must not be betrayed. Not to your significant other, not to someone who doesn’t know your sponsee, not to “the proper authorities.” Not to anyone.

	A fifth step is as sacred as a confessional. Nothing should ever leave it, not even vague references or little hints. I don’t even refer to something I heard during a fifth step to the person I heard it from outside of our shared fifth step space. I don’t have the right to remind them that I know secrets about them or insinuate I’m in a position to judge them.

	If you’re honored enough to hear a fifth step, remember this duty of confidentiality.

	Judge not

	Your sponsee is going to tell you about some poor choices they’ve made and some bad things they’ve done. Maybe you’ve done some of the same things, and maybe you haven’t. Maybe they’ve done something you consider unforgiveable, but you aren’t there as their judge. Your role is to channel God, and God, I think, can always forgive.

	Yes, the point of doing a fourth step is to recognize our own part in our past problems, but recrimination and wallowing aren’t helpful. Most people have a pretty good idea of their failings by the time they get to step five. They need TLC as much as they need hard truths, and the more grievous the error, the less purpose there is in dwelling on it. They already know.

	On the other hand, some of their resentments may seem trivial. We don’t judge those either. “How important is it?” is an excellent question to consider, but that doesn’t mean we dismiss the resentment as not worth discussing. Your sponsee’s resentments are real, no matter how trivial—or unreal—the facts behind them might be. All resentments need to be worked through.

	Impartiality

	You’re a conduit, not an oracle or an advice columnist. It’s not your place to change your sponsee’s mind about any of their core beliefs. A person hearing a fifth step could do a lot of damage by inserting their own judgements and opinions into the space we’re trying to clear for God. So before you take on a sponsee, ask yourself if you can be impartial even in the face of your own immutable beliefs.

	I’m going to take sexuality as an example, since that’s an area where some people have strong religious beliefs while others identify as unchangeably who they are. If your religious beliefs are anti-LGBT, can you work with an LGBT person without trying to “fix” them or suggesting that their God doesn’t love them exactly the way they are? Can you be so positively on their side that they would never guess your religion has different beliefs?

	Alternatively, if you are LGBT and you’re working with someone whose religious beliefs are anti-LGBT, can you allow them to have those beliefs? Can you separate their higher power from yours and give full respect to theirs within the fifth step space?

	You probably found yourself reacting very strongly to one of those two scenarios. It doesn’t matter which one. Either way, this is the level of impartiality to which you must aspire. You can’t go into a fifth step with the intention of fixing, curing, or otherwise changing your sponsee. Trust that God will help them grow and evolve as they work this program.

	Much prayer during the fifth step is recommended. All fifth step sessions should start and end with the Third Step Prayer, but beyond that, any time either of you is feeling stuck or uncertain or resentful, say a prayer—jointly or alone—to remind you of your purpose.

	Prompting

	First and foremost, you’re there to listen. If you don’t know what God wants you to say, it’s okay to say nothing. But as time goes on, you’ll start to have ideas about some selfishness, dishonesty, self-seeking, or fear that your sponsee isn’t seeing. There are various ways to tease those out.

	Some sponsors will simply ask “what else?” until the sponsee figures it out (with help from their higher power). Some will ask leading questions. Some will make direct suggestions. It’s fine to use a combination of these techniques, but use the last one least. Your sponsee is learning to hear their higher power’s voice, not yours, and the more you add, the greater the risk that you’re imposing your vision rather than channeling God’s.

	Here are some prompts you can try:

	Selfishness

	“What did you want for you?” We love to make our selfishness sound noble by framing it in terms of what we want on behalf of other people. For example, “I want my friend’s husband to stop insulting her” when what we really mean is, “I want her to stop complaining to me about it.”

	“What did the other person want?” Your sponsee is only one person in that situation. For example, “I wanted that parking space.” What did the other person want? Also the parking space.

	Dishonesty

	“Read that resentment again.” Dishonesties often appear right in the resentment itself. “My friend’s husband is always mean to her.” There are two possible dishonesties in there: always and mean.

	“Read your selfishness again.” Frequently, the things we want are dishonest. “I want everyone to like me.” Not going to happen, sorry.

	“How do you think the other person felt? What was going on with them?” Although we can never know what someone else is thinking or feeling, if you ask your sponsee those questions, they’ll often come out with much more sympathetic explanations for the other person’s behavior than their resentment assumed.

	“Were they intentionally trying to hurt you? Was it personal to you?” Most of the time, we’re just collateral damage in someone else’s sickness.

	“How do you feel when you behave that way?/How would you feel if you’d done that?” Your sponsee will almost always tell you they regret the harm they’ve done, and that they’d hate to have done worse, yet they’ll assume other people have no remorse unless that remorse was explicitly expressed.

	Self-seeking

	“How did you put yourself in a position to be hurt?” Your sponsee almost always took some initial action that started the sequence of events.

	“Why is this still hurting you?” Current harm is typically caused by our self-seeking habit of ruminating on past harm.

	“What have you done to change it?” Sometimes self-seeking is not doing something, particularly when we’re judging the sins of the world from afar while taking no action in regard to them.

	Fear

	“What’s your fear for you?” Same as with selfishness. If the fears are all on behalf of other people, prompt your sponsee to put the fear in terms of themself.

	“What’s dishonest about that fear?” Fears point back to dishonesty. We frequently have the dishonest fear that we need to find a solution to other people’s problems, for example.

	“What’s the other side of that fear?” The worst resentments stem from a feeling of “damned if I do, damned if I don’t” so make sure both fears get mentioned, e.g. “I’m afraid my partner will be mean to me, but I’m afraid of being alone if I leave them.”

	Make sure “fear of financial insecurity” gets noted for any fear involving money. We have a tendency to bury the fact that we’re pissed off about two dollars behind a smokescreen of “fairness.”

	How to hear a tenth step

	All of the above applies to hearing a tenth step, except the part about the major time commitment. Tenth steps are usually done one or two at a time and shouldn’t take longer than ten minutes. Remember that the confidentiality requirement is just as strong with ten as it is with five.

	There’s no specific prayer for receiving a tenth step call, but I think a prayer is in order. I either do the Sick Man’s Prayer for the person calling or my generic “help me to be helpful, help me to be good” prayer.

	For the most part, we listen in silence to each other’s tens. Occasionally, if the caller is telling us a lot about their resentment without getting to the turnaround, we might need to redirect them.

	At the end of the ten, if we’re asked for feedback, we might point out a dishonesty that was missed, say we can relate, give an example from our own experience, or suggest something that has helped us. It’s important to clarify that when I say “something that has helped us,” I don’t mean telling the caller which plumber to hire or what they ought to say to their boss/mother/significant other. We aren’t there to solve their problem. We’re there to bear witness and to channel God.

	Good: “When I’m in that situation, I remind myself that God must have a reason for me to be there and trust my higher power to keep me safe.”

	Not good: “You should just quit that job if they’re not going to respect you.”

	Good: “I have a lot of fear of financial insecurity too, but I try to remember that my higher power gives me what I need one day at a time.”

	Not good: “You have to bargain with people like that.”

	It’s also okay to just say, “Good job, I can relate.” You don’t need to find something to add to every ten. This is a spiritual program, not amateur psychology. We’re not qualified to fix anyone. We’re not even qualified to fix ourselves.

	If the caller still sounds upset at the end of their tenth step, there might be more to be teased out, but there’s only so far you can push. Never hesitate to suggest that they turn to their higher power.


Appendix III: A Note About Pronouns

	I’ve had enough sponsees bristle at the pronouns in the Big Book that it seems worth discussing them.

	First, the use of He/Him for God. I’m not a huge fan myself. I don’t see my higher power as being either male or female, which is why I’ve tried to avoid the use of He when writing in my own words. But when I’m quoting other people, I use their words.

	Remember that you get to define your own higher power, which means other people get to define theirs. They can use whichever pronouns they want, and so can you. Reproducing how someone else spoke of their higher power doesn’t mean I’m endorsing their way as the only right way. It means I’m respecting their vision as theirs. When you speak of your own higher power, use whatever pronouns fit.

	Sometimes people have a particular aversion to the words thee and thou where they appear in the prayers. Again, you’re free to substitute modern terminology if it makes you more comfortable. I don’t think God cares. But since that aversion seems to come from a mistaken understanding of what the terms mean, let’s look at their history.

	English has evolved to the point where we use the word you for both singular and plural and in both formal and informal address. But many other languages separate out those different forms of you, and so did English at one time.

	Originally, we had thou and ye. Ye was plural, thou was singular. Ye fell out of general use, and for a while we had thou as singular informal while you was used for both plural and formal. In other words, if you were talking to a member of your family, you said thou. If you were talking to a stranger or a group of people, you said you. Eventually we started using you for everything.

	The original translators of the Bible used thou because our relationship with God is intimate. But as we got to a point where thou was only used for God, the word started to take on a meaning completely opposite from its original intent.

	I like using thee/thou for my higher power because my relationship with my higher power is more intimate than any other relationship I have, but if those words annoy you, it’s fine to substitute you in their place.


Appendix IV: Resources

	This book has a website: http://12stepsforyou.com/

	On this site, you’ll find a forum where you can connect with other people working these steps, a list of non-AA Hyannis format meetings, a list of Hyannis format meetings you can attend by phone, contact information, and whatever other helpful information my friends and I manage to accumulate.

	If you have updated meeting information or anything else you’d like to contribute, please get in touch through the site.
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