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WHAT?
Another “self-help” book?
Aren’t there enough to last for eternity?
Perhaps…but our Selves still get us in trouble.
Look around you. Read Facebook posts or Twitter feeds,
watch the evening news, observe a single hour of
Congressional debate. There are forms of insanity
everywhere. CLEARLY.
And this lunacy emanates from our minds. It all starts in
that space between our ears. Yours, mine, ours.
So…no matter your race, income level, political stance or
sexual persuasion; no matter your generational outlook
(Boomer, Gen-X, Millennial); no matter if you believe in a
spiritual pathway or not – if your thoughts are still causing
you to miss life’s fullest freedom, this book is definitely for
you. Why? Because you don’t have to suffer any longer.
Because many of the truths found here, if placed into daily
action, can set the course for a new life.
If you’ve been able to strut through life with unyielding
confidence, impervious to criticism, don’t read this. If,
instead, you’ve allowed damaging messages to occupy your
head, hear us out…
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A Parable

O

n his life’s journey, a man finds himself in a long hallway.
At the far end are two doors with signs above them. One
reads, “Serenity;” the other says, “Conflict.”
The man walks to the end of the corridor and promptly
opens the door marked “Conflict.” Inside it is a sentry with a
baseball bat who strikes him across the back. It’s
excruciatingly painful!
The man retreats into the hallway and looks at both
doors. Without hesitation he chooses “Conflict,” and once
again his assailant whacks his backside, adding deeper bruises.
His eyes watering, the man recoils into the corridor.
Through tearful vision he sees the two signs, drawn once
again to “Conflict.” This time the thump on his back brings
him to his knees.
He crawls back to the beginning, gets to his feet and
surveys his choices. Taking a resolute breath, steeling himself
for another round, he opens the door to “Conflict” yet again.
This time his bat-wielding attacker is gone. The man
sees only another hallway stretching out in front of him, its
far reaches obscured in dim shadows. He quickly sets off to
find his punisher.
He is never seen again.
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Another Parable

A

young pastor is trying to please everyone in a large
parish, fretting and obsessing late into the night.
One day she gets a call from a prominent family.
They’ve been holding a Hospice vigil at the bedside of their
patriarch, a man named Bud. The pastor drives to the facility,
parks, then rushes inside. When she enters the room, the
family is gathered at the bedside. Bud is breathing in the long,
rattling rhythm of someone mere moments from death.
“He’s in and out of consciousness,” says his daughter.
The pastor whispers words of peace in Bud’s ears. She
makes the sign of the cross on the old man’s forehead. She says
a prayer with the family in a circle of releasing love.
After asking them to keep her informed, she starts to
leave. Suddenly she hears the old man stir and moan in the
bed. She turns to find Bud looking directly at her.
“Pastor,” he whispers, “will you do something for me?”
“Of course.”
“Please tell everyone you can that it all goes by so
quickly. All the things we worry and stress about mean
nothing in the end. All that matters is our love for God and
each other. Will you tell them?”
“I will,” says the pastor, a tear in her eyes. Then she
walks down a long corridor and exits the hospital. As she
steps outside, she is struck - almost overwhelmed - by the
clarity of sunlight, the beauty of nearby trees, the sweet sound
of birds singing, the breeze kissing her cheek.
Had it been like this just a half-hour earlier?
5

And One More…

A

Zen Abbot and one of his disciples are walking through
the forest on a beautiful spring morning. Crisp sunlight
slants through the trees. Birds trill from their branches,
practicing the art embedded in their genes. A wide stream
runs parallel to the path, dappled with light, gurgling around
multicolored rocks.
The young disciple wants to impress his Master. They
rarely have time alone. In his most ingratiating voice, he says,
“Master, I have heard so many of your wonderful teachings.
They have helped me greatly on my journey. Yet the prize
still eludes me. How do I truly find enlightenment?”
The Abbot bends down to the stream for a drink. The
disciple follows suit, and at that instant he feels the Abbot
grab him roughly by the back of his neck, shoving his head
beneath the water’s surface.
Shocked, the disciple doesn’t know what to do. Zen
Abbots are known for their harsh techniques. Surely this will
last only seconds.
Yet the Abbot doesn’t release his strong, commanding
hold. The young disciple resists to no avail. He runs out of air,
growing desperate, until stars dance against the back of his
eyelids. He is close to blacking out and fears for his life.
Suddenly, the Abbot yanks him up from the water,
saying, “When you want enlightenment as badly as you
wanted that next breath, come and ask me again.”
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One of his students asked Buddha, "Are you the Messiah?"
"No", answered Buddha.
"Then are you a healer?"
"No", Buddha replied.
"Then are you a teacher?" the student persisted.
“No, I am not a teacher.”
“Then what are you?” asked the student, exasperated.
“I am awake,” Buddha replied.
Do not be conformed to the patterns of this world, but be
transformed by the renewing of your mind. – Romans 12:2
No one who has awakened to True Self has ever wished to return
to the ego state. – Mooji
So much of what we do, who we are, is programmed into us so
early that we don’t even know it’s happening, Kane thought. Even
if, later in life, you realize that programming is there, it’s damn
hard to change it. Look at me. Nearly sixty and still grappling
with my childhood. What was it the old Native guy had said to
him in prison one time? “Too soon old, too late smart.” He got that
right. – from Skeleton Lake, by Mike Doogan
You must unlearn what you have learned. - Yoda
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A VERSION OF THE TWELVE STEPS
1. We admitted we had lost control over our
thoughts; they were making our lives
unmanageable.
2. Came to believe that a Power greater than
ourselves could restore us to sanity.
3. Made a decision to share our will and our life
with this Power as we understand it.
4. Made a searching and fearless moral inventory
of ourselves.
5. Admitted to ourselves and another human being
the exact nature of our wrongs.
6. Were entirely ready to release these defects of
character.
7. Humbly released these shortcomings and let
them go.
8. Made a list of persons we have harmed, and
became willing to make amends to them.
Step 9: Made direct amends to those we have
harmed wherever possible, except when to do so
would injure them or others.
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10. Continued to take personal inventory and
when we were wrong promptly admitted it.
11. Sought through prayer and meditation to
improve our conscious contact with our Higher
Power, praying only for knowledge of the right
thing to do and the strength to carry it out.
12. Having had an awakening as the result of these
steps, we tried to model this message by practicing
these principles in all our affairs.
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PRELUDE
There are only patterns, patterns on top of patterns, patterns that
affect other patterns. Patterns hidden by patterns. Patterns within
patterns. If you watch closely, history does nothing but repeat itself.
What we call chaos is just patterns we haven't recognized. What we
call random is just patterns we can't decipher. - Chuck Palahniuk,
author of The Fight Club.
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P

atterns are everywhere, giving meaning and texture to
life.
Think of their presence in nature. The DNA helix in
every human cell. Unique snowflakes with crystalline, six-fold
symmetry. Spirals of tree knots, nautilus shells, and distant
galaxies. Sand dune striations sculpted by wind. The
electromagnetic spectrum, moving in its prescribed
bandwidth around us. Delicate patterns of ecosystems, where
creatures coexist and maintain survival. The rising and
setting of our sun, the waxing and waning of our moon.
Consider patterns foundational to science. Molecules
and their atoms spinning like microscopic solar systems. The
predictable laws of chemistry, physics, and mathematics.
Gravity.
Witness the patterns necessary for civilization to exist.
Laws that order society. Checks and balances of political
systems. Interplays of supply and demand that sustain
economies. The grids of great cities, their traffic managed by
blinking lights. Banking systems linked across the globe by
algorithms. URLs connecting the Internet through cyber
script.
Think of art, music, and literature. Interlacing
elements of Byzantine mosaics and Celtic knot work.
Counterpoint in a Mozart sonata. Romantic melodies repeated
throughout a film, conjuring deep emotions. The verse,
chorus, verse, chorus, bridge in just about every pop song on
the radio. Iambic pentameter giving rhythm to Shakespeare’s
Macbeth. The mythic motif of the hero’s journey found in
countless stories.
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Patterns also give meaning to our emotional and
spiritual lives. We draw from philosophy, religion, folk
wisdom passed down for generations. We embrace family
traditions that bring a sense of security to our lives. We
treasure the rituals of our faith traditions – liturgies, prayers
and mantras practiced repeatedly, giving order to our minds
and spirits. Even those who claim to be anarchists, atheists, or
nihilists, have still adopted a pattern, no matter how much
they protest otherwise.
Truly, the need for patterns is at the core of existence.
We awaken in the mornings, then glance at the mystery of
time reflected on our clocks, watches, or smart phones. We
proceed into our day’s activities, and we are already entering
a chosen matrix.
Since it is clear that we live according to patterns –
consciously or unconsciously - it behooves us to choose those
designs that bring healing and wholeness, that lead us to
freedom.
We invite you to consider a pattern that has assisted
millions of people around the world. It is The Twelve Steps,
originally a creation of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA). Penned
by the early founders of that organization, they are now
suggested guidelines for multitudes of recovery programs.
It is our belief that these steps, rooted in the best of our
world’s spiritual, moral, and psychological traditions, can be
guidelines for freedom that help everyone, not just those
recovering from obvious compulsions. We have seen this
through our daily interaction with people of all races,
educational levels, and economic backgrounds.
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This book is interactive. We will invite you to
participate along the way, applying the precepts of each
chapter to the current issues of your life. Along with an open
mind and heart, you will need paper and pen.
We will be honest with you about our own struggles,
since vulnerability is a core principle of these steps. We know
that some people consider candor unnecessary. Others may
feel it’s a form of hubris. We understand. Still, we believe that
sharing our human stories creates a nexus of healing. We
come from a tradition summed up by the late Henri Nouwen.
Nobody escapes being wounded. We all are wounded people, whether
physically, emotionally, mentally, or spiritually. The main question
is not, ‘How can we hide our wounds?’ so we don’t have to be
embarrassed, but, ‘How can we put our woundedness into the service
of others?’ When our wounds cease to be a source of shame, and
become a source of healing, we have become wounded healers.
Despite this book’s title, we aren’t promoting this
pattern as the only one leading to freedom. We are not
seeking to convert anyone. Just the opposite is true. There are
beautiful, life-giving truths that shine through many
philosophies, faith traditions, and cultures, even those with
radically different world views. It is one of the great joys of
life to learn and grow from as many different sources as
possible.
PAUSE…TAKE A DEEP BREATH
Do you know the word “caveat?” It means a warning
or caution. We have a few caveats before you read any further.
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First caveat…The individuals who share their stories
in these pages were driven to The Twelve Steps because of
addiction. You may be tempted to say, “I don’t have that kind
of severe problem. This is for sick people who can’t control
themselves. Not me.”
Please realize something. All of us discovered a great,
liberating truth. Our addictions were symptomatic of deeper
issues. The problem was not our abuse of an external
substance; the problem was in our minds. We had ways of
perceiving the world that needed a complete overhaul. Over
time, we clearly saw how our thought patterns were part of
our addictive society.
As we hope you will discover in these chapters,
conditioned and destructive thoughts are not confined to one
subset of human beings. Many of us, if we are honest, will see
how our thinking has limited our joy and undermined our
freedom. You may be surprised to see yourself in a new light.
Give it a chance. Quite literally, you have nothing to lose but
the chains that bind you.
Second caveat…Many of you know that The Twelve
Steps mention belief in a Higher Power or “God” as essential
to freedom and new life. Please don’t let this put you off. This
notion of something greater than ourselves is completely up
to us. It can be an ideal, our consciences, or the wisdom of
others. It can be a code of ethics or a sense of aesthetics. It can
be newfound trust as we embrace community. It is up to us to
name this source. If we get hung up on the spiritual language
of these steps, we can miss their underlying practicality in
15

helping us deal with the realities of our lives. We may miss
the chance for healing.
One man said this about his own involvement in a
recovery group. “If there had been any physical, mental,
moral, or religious requirements for membership, I would be
dead today.”
Think of it this way. There are certain actions in The
12 Steps – letting go, rigorous honesty, making peace with
others, tuning in and turning outwards – that can benefit
every single one of us. No exceptions.
Third caveat…We live in an impatient culture, one
that idolizes instant gratification. We want quicker results
and faster download times. This mentality infects our desire
for personal improvement. Books, seminars, and sermon
series promise easy steps to fulfillment.
We refute this fallacy. There is no shortcut to maturity.
We are suggesting a pattern here, but in no way are we
promoting it as a “once and for all” process. Sure, we hope you
will be open to these suggestions because they encompass
timeless truths found in our collective consciousness. But
most of all, this is an invitation to discipline.
There’s a notion in sports called “muscle memory.”
Athletes practice basic motions until their muscles follow
these movements instinctively, reverting to this embedded
pattern during the challenges of competition. Think of a fluid
golf swing, a pole-vaulter clearing a bar, a tight end running
a down-and-out pattern. We see it as so effortless. In reality,
we are viewing the culmination of countless hours of practice.
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Fourth caveat…We realize that some of you have
worked these principles for years. You have heard them
repeated countless times within the rooms of your particular
support groups. By now (perhaps unwittingly) you treat them
like scripture. You may have become a “literalist,” compelled
to defend the exact wording passed on to you.
We ask you to remember the purpose of this book: to
show how this pattern for living has a much broader, lifegiving application. Narrowness has no place here.
We encourage you to work through these pages in
order, experiencing their cumulative power. We are confident
you can grow in self-knowledge and freedom through many
aspects of this journey.
Alvin Toffler once said, “The illiterate of the 21st
century will not be those who cannot read and write, but those
who cannot learn, unlearn, and relearn.” This gets to the heart
of this pattern called The 12 Steps. They help us dismantle
(unlearn) some of the unhealthy habits of our minds, then
construct (relearn) more liberating, productive ways to live
and love.
There’s a famous portion of what AA calls its Big Book.
Referred to as The Promises, they are often read at the
beginning or conclusion of a meeting. We share them here
(slightly edited), because they point to miracles we have seen
manifested in many lives.
If we are painstaking about our development, we will be amazed
before we are halfway through. We are going to know a new freedom
and a new happiness. We will not regret the past nor wish to shut
17

the door on it. We will comprehend the word serenity and we will
know peace. We will lose interest in selfish things and gain interest
in our fellows. 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….Are these extravagant promises? We think not. They are being
fulfilled among us—sometimes quickly, sometimes slowly. They will
always materialize if we work for them.
Our prayer is that in some way – large or small – you
will apply the disciplines in this volume, and that these
promises will come true for you. There is no greater miracle
than a changed life that radiates freedom and joy to others.
An awakened mind is a supernova!
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LETTING GO
Incredible change happens in your life when you decide to take
control of what you do have power over instead of craving control
over what you don't. - Steve Maraboli
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Step One: We admitted we had lost control over our
thoughts; they were making our lives unmanageable.

D

on’t recoil because of words like “lost control” or
“unmanageable.” The Twelve Steps do not deny the need
for individual willpower. Self-directed action is essential to a
new way of life. What Step One addresses is the illusion of
control.

The illusion of control…
We have attended the bedsides and gravesides of many
whose earthly days were over. We spent hours reflecting on
life with these precious individuals, immersed in the
sacramental air of its brevity.
And there is one truth upon which we all agree: the
hours we spend ruminating and obsessing about things
beyond our control are a murder of time – life’s most precious
commodity. Everyone who has achieved some level of
emotional or spiritual maturity not only realizes this truth,
but lets it shape their daily walk. They develop disciplines to
open new portals of consciousness.
Consider these quotes.
“Do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will
worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own.” –
Jesus of Nazareth.
“Obsession is the single most wasteful human activity,
because with an obsession you keep coming back and back and
back to the same question and never get an answer.” –
Norman Mailer
“If a problem is fixable, if a situation is such that you
can do something about it, then there is no need to worry. If
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it's not fixable, then there is no help in worrying. There is no
benefit in worrying whatsoever.” – the current Dalai Lama
Translation: if we want to live fully in the present,
hamster-wheel thinking must cease. We must jettison our
obsession with things over which we are powerless. These
thought patterns do nothing but groove our brains in mutated
ways, draining our spiritual lifeblood. We engage in them for
the purpose of control, but the tragic irony is that they make
our lives unmanageable. Here are a few.









Trying to predict the outcome of future events.
Nursing resentments or un-forgiveness.
Obsessively regretting past mistakes.
Worrying about the perceptions others have of us.
Fretting over finances.
Stressing about health issues.
Attempting to change the behavior of another person.
Seeking validation in externals rather than from within
- comparing ourselves to illusory standards of wealth,
success, or beauty.
 Making mountains out of molehills, magnifying
insignificant issues until they overwhelm us.
How do these behaviors make our days unmanageable?
They affect our health through high blood pressure, loss of
sleep, neglect of physical exercise. They sabotage
relationships as our negativity, self-centeredness, and need for
control drive a wedge between us and others. If we believe in
spirituality, they affect us deeply. Quite literally we put our
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controlling will – rather than Divine will – at the center of
our being.
The problem is that many of us are in denial about
these destructive consequences. We think we have learned to
cope effectively. We even pride ourselves that we manage to
get through a given day, juggling not only a multitude of
responsibilities, but also the background static of our control
issues. “I’ve got this!” is our battle cry.
But coping is far different than thriving. See if any of
these futile forms of habitual thinking apply to you.
 You work hard to provide for your family. There
doesn’t seem to be enough time in the day. At night you
worry about work problems looming in the next 24
hours, and this stress undermines your relationships
and your sleep patterns.
 You think you know what is best for everyone around
you, and you attempt to “direct” them according to
your script. But they just won’t follow your orders.
 You’ve been hurt by a loved one, friend or coworker.
When you think of this person, resentment fills your
mind and heart. Even after many years, you can’t seem
to forgive.
 You have a great need to be noticed. Even though you
recognize this self-centeredness, it always seems to
erode your relationships. You don’t feel fully
comfortable in social situations unless some of the
spotlight is shining on you. Your self-esteem rises and
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falls based on your likes, follows, and retweets in the
social media universe.
You think about money every single day – how you
will get ahead, save for your future, make an acquisition
you dream about.
You envision a goal you hope to attain. It could be a
new career, a degree, a book published or painting sold.
You do what you can to advance the process, but you
have this foreboding that something will keep you from
your dream. You already prophesy the death of your
vision. Disaster thinking is too often your mental
default mode.
You have a family history of illness such as heart
disease, cancer, diabetes. You take good care of
yourself, but you worry that these genetic traits will
catch up with you in the future.
You are lonely, hoping for a companion, but you fear
you will never find the right person.
You fix your loneliness with one relationship after
another, but you always seem to clash with the men and
women you choose. You can’t figure out why.
You see people who give and receive love so freely. You
long to be this kind of person, but something holds you
back. You want to reach out, but you are afraid to take
risks. It’s like looking at life through someone else’s
windows.
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 You recognize evidence of your impatience on a daily
basis. You’d like to change, but these irritable reactions
have an undiagnosed life of their own.
 You grew up in a family where your viewpoint was
never heard, or when it was, too often discredited.
Now, whenever someone gives you a piece of feedback
– even out of genuine concern – you get defensive and
retreat into yourself.
 You hold to the notion that “the grass is greener”
somewhere else. You believe you can only find true
peace when you have experienced some other place,
person, or thing.
There’s a term - monkey mind - first coined by Zen
Buddhists. It’s a way of describing how our brains jump from
one thought to another like a monkey swinging and
chattering between trees. There are many adjectives to
describe this unruly mental state: restless, capricious,
confused, indecisive, uncontrollable. Buddhists recognize that
certain emotions like fear, envy, and resentment cause the
swinging and chattering to grow even wilder and more
cacophonous.
Switching metaphors (not uncommon in Buddhism),
there’s another famous analogy in Zen circles of a man riding
a horse. The steed is galloping quickly, and it appears that the
man is going somewhere important. Another man, standing
alongside the road, shouts, “Where are you going?” and the
first man replies, “I don’t know! Ask the horse!”
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Many of us have grown numb to the background
chatter of the monkey swinging in our minds or the
directionless speed of the horse beneath us. We live with a
soft-determinism. It masquerades behind comments like “no
one is perfect,” “this is just the way I roll,” “love it or leave it.”
With these or other sentiments, we dismiss our chronic
thinking patterns, steeling ourselves once again so that we
can cope.
But nature will have its way. Just as water erodes rocks
over time, these unaddressed issues wear away at us. Some of
us see the affects already. Others will not see them until they
reflect back from someone we trust. Still others, sadly, will
take them to their graves, never tasting the freedom and joy
that is their birthright. And at the root of it all is the illusion
that power and control are ultimately ours.
The truth that Step One presents isn’t complicated. It
simply points out that thought patterns and behaviors can
take on lives of their own, deeply engrained, grinding away
despite our desire to arrest them. Seen from this vantage
point, they have made our lives unmanageable.
Consider Lisa’s story. She grew up in a family with
stellar standards. Her grandparents and parents expected the
best – morally, spiritually, educationally – from their children.
They pushed their kids to exceed professionally and
financially.
But Lisa became a disappointment to them, something
that was unspoken but tangible at every family gathering. Her
failed relationships, her “artsy” way of making a meager
25

living, even her choice of spirituality, were outside the
boundaries of the family ethos.
On one level she could declare independence, saying to
herself, “This is my life! I’m a valuable person in my own
right!”
But on a deeper level she could see that this self-talk
was like throwing paper scraps at a howling wind. Operating
inside her was another force, a persistent desire to prove
herself, to find acceptance and peace based on familial
standards. This unaddressed thought vector had deep
consequences for her life. It robbed her of serenity.
Recently she asked, “How can I really be free?”
Isn’t this the question for all of us?
Each of us is as unique as the swirls on our fingertips.
The above examples may or may not apply to you. Either way,
get out a pen and a piece of paper and try the following
exercise.

Interactive assignment: Being as honest with yourself as
possible, write down any recurring patterns of thought
or behavior that you know have kept you from being
truly free. Try not to write single sentences. Instead,
give multiple examples of how this pattern is adversely
affecting your life. For instance, you may write down
worry, then list the ways that worry invades your waking
hours – maybe even your sleep – causing unwarranted
stress and anxiety.
*

*
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Zach’s Story
Step One is not about fighting our obsessions with an
extra dose of willpower. It calls us to wave the white flag,
because there is strength in surrender.
Powerlessness and unmanageability; these two
realities are only too clear in my own life. You see, I have an
addictive nature. It doesn't matter whether it's food, booze,
weed, porn, people, cigarettes, buying things to make myself
feel better, sex, TV, worry, resentment, even roller coasters!
My thirst for these things causes me to ignore what I know is
logical and wise. Over the years, this ignorance led me to some
dark financial, physical, emotional, and spiritual moments.
The story I am about to share relates to alcohol. It
highlights the issue of willpower vs. surrender. It might seem
extreme to you, but substitute any issue you are struggling
with and it just might make sense.
In my mid-20s I drank; I drank a lot. Some people could
say "Hey, it was your 20s! That’s what people do." Not like I
did. I found a reason to get drunk every day. If it was a good
day, “Let's celebrate!” If it was a bad day, “Screw it, let's drink!”
If it was an average day, “Let's spice it up with drink!”
You get the picture. Drinking was my life. But I knew
things were getting out of control. I couldn't manage my bills,
service my vehicle, keep healthy relationships, clean up after
myself, or even shower. I rarely did laundry and my two dogs
made my apartment their toilet.
I knew that somehow I had to quit. So I tried. After
four days of "white knuckling it," I got an intense craving for
a 32 oz. bottle of Bud Light. I never even drank Bud Light! I
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was in my apartment when this craving invaded my head. I
told myself don't grab your keys Zach as I was grabbing my keys.
I told myself don't walk out the door Zach as I was locking it
from the outside. I told myself don't walk down the stairs Zach
as I finished the third flight. I told myself don't get in your truck
Zach as I was putting it in drive. Next thing I knew I was at
the gas station. I told myself don't go in Zach!, but found myself
staring through glass at that thing which now ruled my life: a
32 oz. Bud Light. Even though everything inside me screamed
not to, I drank anyways.
Sound familiar to anyone? Have you ever tried to stop
a certain thought of behavior, but willpower alone wasn’t
enough?
Wave the white flag. There is power in surrender, and
it sets the stage for all the life-changing work that lies ahead.
Krin’s Story
When my eldest son was a boy, he latched on to the
He-Man superhero cartoons. Watching the boob tube was
only part of the experience. We also had to buy the action
figures and accessories, Mattel laughing all the way to the
bank. In his animated, bulging muscle glory, He-Man would
lift his sword and shout across the TV airwaves, “I have the
Power!”
That strident message is the same one I heard loud and
clear from my parents.
Children of the Depression, members of what Tom
Brokaw calls “the greatest generation,” they learned to rely
on wits and willpower. They saw how people survived severe
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economic hardship by sheer effort. They experienced an entire
nation galvanizing its collective will to defeat Axis enemies
on distant shores.
My mother, German on both sides, shows that some
ethnic stereotypes have a basis in fact. Though she was
certainly tender at times, she ruled our house with iron
expectations. Like the stereotype of “tiger Moms” today, she
had a script for each of us, and we learned it early on. The
fundamental principle – in sports, school, and extracurricular
activities – was that we had the power to excel and succeed.
We could rise to the top.
Then there was my Dad. In his own right, he’s a
Horatio Alger story. He left failed farms during the
Depression to become the CFO of a multinational corporation.
He did this through subterranean levels of work,
determination, and the suppression of every physical or
mental weakness. Early in the pre-dawn darkness, he would
rise, slap on his running shoes, jog a few miles, shower, shave,
gulp a breakfast, then drive the smoggy L.A. freeways to his
corporate offices, often returning after dark. The next
morning he’d get up and do it again. This was how to succeed
in life. It was the template for power.
Through both words and example, this core value was
central to my life. And in many ways over the years, it did help
me. I succeeded in sports, in scouting, in school.
But in my spiritual and emotional life, it was not only
counterproductive: it was deadly. I was a child prone to
worrying and self-incriminating judgments. It’s painful to
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look back on our earliest family photos and see the muted
depression in my eyes.
To medicate those inner feelings, I got drunk for the
first time at age 13. The circumstances seem funny now. I was
on a trip with other youth from our Lutheran Church,
volunteering to help decorate the Rose Parade float for The
Lutheran Hour, a nationally syndicated radio program. The
culmination of the trip was a seat along the parade route the
next day. I wasn’t in the seat. I was passed out on the curb,
having guzzled beer and vodka smuggled in by older cronies.
In the areas that needed the most attention in my life –
worry, stress, control issues, a growing tolerance for alcohol
– I applied the central lesson I had learned. I exerted my
willpower, promising “God” to quit, determined to mentally
take hold and “get a grip.” I believed I could worry my way to
a successful conclusion. I believed that willpower alone would
bring me to the end of my obsessive rainbow. There I would
find a juicy pot of golden relief.
The story of how I learned another approach – one that
saved my life – is part of this book. But suffice it to say that
now, rather than lift my metaphorical sword and shout “I have
the power!” I lift my arms in a gesture of grateful surrender
and say “I have discovered the wisdom of powerlessness!”
Michael’s Story
Step One is the foundation of my entire awakening
process. Why? Because I lacked an understanding of what I
was truly up against. I was entrapped in my own mind,
conditioned to self-centeredness. This type of habit causes our
destruction because it’s disguised as pleasure. Many people
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pursue this pleasure until they die. I pursued it the same way;
I was at its mercy.
We cannot behave in any other way except in the way
we’ve been conditioned. Deep down, this was not how I
wanted to be; but since I did not understand my conditioning,
it was the way I had to be. We can change this script and our
entire existence, or we can remain the same.
In 1987 I came to believe that I had to live differently.
I started doing things that by society’s standards were much
more acceptable than the way I had behaved in previous years.
Unbeknownst to me, I was still being controlled by my
conditioned mind. I was just using different things to fulfill
my inner lacking. Though these new behaviors didn’t seem as
destructive as some of the previous ones, I was still in the grip
of my selfish ways.
I did not understand inner lacking, so I remained
enslaved. I constantly used external sources to try and fill this
void, but to no avail. This is what my conditioned mind did to
me; it controlled me as if I was a puppet on a string. It said
“jump,” and all I could do was obey.
Change started when I desperately realized that
nothing outside of me was providing the relief I sought. Not a
“God” out there somewhere, not support groups or therapy,
not self-help books about positive thinking. It was the process
of turning inward - this is what put me in touch with a deeper
life, my Creator within. This then led me into the disciplines
of the rest of these steps, which continue to help my
conditioning fall away.
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Bob’s Story
Of the many epiphanies I experienced in my recovery,
the most important was this: Step One doesn’t mean I can’t
indulge in my obsession. It means I can’t help but do so.
This seemingly subtle change in wording profoundly
alters the nature of Step One. I spent years believing this step
was an oath to quit, a declaration of war. What I did not
understand was I had it backwards: the true essence of the first
step is unconditional surrender - an admission that, left to my
own devices, I will repeat my obsession, just as the sun will
come up. The itch demands scratching, and it will not be
denied.
Relief for me came in the form of ethanol, but I learned
in recovery that the form of my relief was rather unimportant.
Uncontrolled drinking was merely the outward manifestation
of my inner spiritual distress, an existential restlessness so
disquieting that I had to relieve the pressure, even when I
knew it was temporary and self-destructive.
As I look at the many fellowships spawned by The
Twelve Steps, it dawns on me: aren’t we all suffering from the
same condition? Whether it’s gambling, snorting, shopping,
worrying, eating, or simply living in miserable conflict with
those around us, aren’t we all grappling with the same
fundamental problem? Aren’t we all powerless because we are
trying to fix the symptom, not the underlying problem?
An admission of child-like helplessness runs
completely counter to our wiring as self-sufficient human
beings. And so we admit to certain aspects of powerlessness
that aren’t quite so ego-deflating. It goes something like
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this: “Once I start, I can’t stop. So I won’t even start.” It’s neat,
logical and manageable. It’s also downright insane. This line
of thinking permits any of us with unmanageable character
traits to continue our reliance on willpower, to simplify our
program of recovery to abstinence. It makes the spiritual work
that follows optional. It sets us up for relapse.
Our surrender must be unconditional - an acceptance
so profound that we understand the behavior, and all its
attendant consequences - will return without dramatic
change.
*

*

*

These testimonies foreshadow some amazingly good
news. There is hope. Unless we have the clinical condition
called Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder, there are many ways
to release our addiction to control: counseling, meditation,
mental redirection, walks in nature to absorb the beauty of
Creation, engagement in creative activities that free our
spirits, mindfulness training
And through all of them, a working of these steps can
be an accompanying pattern that helps in our healing.
Here is when willpower comes into play. To put it
ironically, “We must do everything in our power to rest in the
knowledge of our powerlessness.” This is what Thich Nhat
Han means when he says, “I vow to let go of all worries and
anxiety in order to be light and free.” We keep vows through
daily disciplines and mantras that give us serenity, courage,
and wisdom.
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This is why recovery meetings begin with a familiar
prayer, setting needed boundaries on our lunacy.
God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the
courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the
difference.
If we decide to move on to the following steps, we are
already exhibiting the courage to change the things we can!
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Step Two: Came to believe that a Power greater
than ourselves could restore us to sanity.

B

eing restored to sanity? It sounds extreme to most of us.
Insanity conjures images of delusional behavior,
psychopathy, clinics where people are held against their will.
It denotes the stigma of chronic depression or personality
disorders that require medication.
But the definition for insanity used most frequently in
recovery programs is far simpler. You’ve probably heard it:
Doing the same thing over and over, expecting a different
result. Returning again and again to dry wells, determined to
find fresh water.
We’d like to amend this definition. Insanity is when we
know – without a doubt - that doing the same thing over and
over will lead to misery, but we still do it!
For addicts and alcoholics, this futility is painfully
clear. Repeated attempts to control our drinking or drugging
proved insanely fruitless until we surrendered to our
powerlessness. Ironically, in broken submission we found
miraculous strength.
But as we mentioned in Step One, chemical addiction is
not the only karmic lunacy. Let’s review some of these
thought patterns again, because quite literally they are insane,
prompting repeated behaviors that squander our time and
energy, the most valuable assets of our lives.
 Trying to predict future outcomes.
 Nursing ANY resentment.
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Regretfully ruminating over past mistakes.
Fretting over finances.
Stubbornly insisting on “being right.”
Spending time judging the behavior of others.
Obsessively seeking validation externally, rather than
internally - adopting the world’s standards of success
and comparing ourselves to them.
 Stressing about health issues.
 Attempting to change the behavior of another person.
Is there a lot of insanity in our world? Be objective for
a moment. Observe the constant clashing of egos among our
nation’s politicians, the childish trademark that may be their
most lasting legacy. Consider multiple wars raging at any
given time around the globe, fueled by ancient rivalries. Look
at people grasping for material success, convinced that things
and status will satisfy their deepest longings. See how many
“believers” wield the bludgeon of their religion in defense of
personal “truth.” Ponder ANY broken relationship in your
immediate circle of friends and family. Hell, take a glance at
your daily calendar and see how you repeatedly choose to
spend the limited hours of your life.
Now, The Twelve Steps say, “Look into your own mind
and heart. We cannot change the world, but we can change
the world within us.”
In Step Two we not only acknowledge that we are
practicing insane behaviors, but that our repeated efforts to
cease have failed. The persistence of these thoughts and
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behaviors is astonishing. They move like armored
juggernauts, leaving destruction in their wake.
One man, as he fully saw his conditioned mind and its
negative tenacities, remembered a scene from childhood. A
large rattlesnake was crossing the driveway of his family’s
home. His mother asked him to kill it, so he dutifully grabbed
a shovel, came up behind the serpent before it could coil, and
chopped off its head. He threw the body away, leaving the
head and its fangs to settle down. About a half-hour later, he
returned with the spade. As he attempted to scoop up the
disembodied skull, it turned and lunged at the metal blade,
still fired by nerves on autopilot. It was programmed to strike.
So it is with many of our persistent thought patterns,
hardwired into our psyches by familial, cultural, and religious
indoctrination. They can spring into action with a life of their
own. We need all the help we can get to neutralize them on a
daily basis.
Quite literally, we need assistance beyond ourselves.
This is when these steps suggest a path that is difficult for
some. Kierkegaard called it “a leap of faith” – coming to
believe in a force beyond us.
Twelve Step programs are non-sectarian. This power,
by whatever name and conception, is up to individual choice.
Fundamentalists of many tribes often criticize this freedom,
saying it is unmoored from history or scripture. Some
cynically call it BYOG – Bring Your Own God.
But don’t we ALL come to faith this way? Theological
and intellectual gymnastics will never prove the objective
37

reality of spiritual revelation. Our tiny minds can only
partially grasp the Infinite.
Let’s remember a truth we mentioned in the Prelude.
You don’t have to believe in a god through anyone else’s lens.
You don’t have to use the G word at all. The purpose of Step
Two is to encourage us to open up to assistance beyond
ourselves. Its intent is to help us realize that if we live in the
hermetically sealed isolation of our ego, we may never bring
our limiting thought patterns and behaviors to light.
Consider, for example, the power of living in
community. We find a group of friends whose diversity of
experience, knowledge, and strength is a greater sum total
than our own. Hopefully our gathering is intergenerational,
since age can often (not always!) increase wisdom.
Submitting to the collective understanding of this
community – or select people within it – is a perfect example
of accessing a power greater than ourselves. We intentionally
seek out the guidance of others, believing this accountability
is healthy for us in the furtherance of personal progress.
Consider another example: the strength of principles.
Even agnostics and atheists, when trying to learn a new skill
or reach a chosen goal, will adopt guidelines. They may also
choose a coach, mentor, or journeyman to lead them through
the intricacies of this new pathway.
Principles as a higher power can have deep ethical
implications. One man, a confirmed agnostic, saw how
selfishness caused so many social ills around him. Even more,
he saw how his own preoccupation with self, in a very real
way, had become unmanageable, the dominant principle of his
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daily existence. He came to believe that living for a higher
good was a redemptive value worth adopting.
Guided by this new conviction as an antidote to his
selfish insanity, he began to volunteer with Habitat for
Humanity, becoming a regional organizer and fundraiser for
this philanthropic organization. In discussion with others, he
will tell of his joy during dedication ceremonies when new
homeowners receive the keys that unlock their dreams.
Another man came to believe in what he calls “the
power of daily circumstances.” Since it was clear that his own
controlling willfulness got in the way of living freely in the
present, he now considers each day a laboratory to explore
new growth. He welcomes the people, places and things that
cross his path, opening his heart and mind to the notion that
they have nuggets of wisdom to teach him. He finds this to be
especially true with situations that try his patience. His goal
is to learn to smile and experience calm even in the midst of
these trials. If you ask him, “But is there some Intelligence
directing these events, putting them in your path?” he says,
“That’s beyond my understanding, but every day is certainly
a chance to become more fully human.”
An example of circumstances as a daily form of power
is found – in a dark and quirky way – in Bosch, the Amazon
TV series based on Michael Connelly’s detective, Hieronymus
(Harry) Bosch. Harry is talking to his partner, Edgar, as they
investigate the cold-case murder of a young boy.
“You asked me before if I had faith,” says Harry.
“I remember,” replies Edgar.
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“I told you I didn't,” says Harry. “That wasn't the truth.
I do. I have my own kind of faith. Blue religion. Arthur
Delacroix's bones came out of the ground for a reason. They
came out of the ground for me to find them so I can put some
part of this right.”
One woman, raised in oppressive church environments,
rejected all notions of God or religion. She believed that ever
since we crawled out of caves, we have grappled with the
question of being born to die, the issues of ultimate meaning,
the enormity of mystery surrounding us. She saw the beauty
in certain faith systems and philosophies, but if those who
practiced them became even slightly insistent that their truth
trumped others, she quickly exited the scene. She had forever
had her fill of judgment, misguided zeal, and the pressure to
conform.
In early recovery, she was forced to confront the truth
that her life had led her to anger, cynicism, isolation from
others - a state of mind she medicated with prescription drugs.
One morning she was seated on her porch, meditating
on a passage of daily reading. The air was cool, the early light
soft upon her face, a chorus of birds lilting from the trees. A
sense of peace settled over her. It was deeper and more
profound than anything she had ever experienced, calming
her body, mind, and soul. Though she had always balked at
prayer, familiar words echoed in her mind: “Grant me the
serenity…”
She says she will never personify this experience,
attributing it to a deity, but its power is undeniable, and she
believes it is not an outcome of her own thinking. It is
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something greater than herself. Her Power is this peace, this
serenity, and learning to live in the middle of it one day at a
time is her program.
Many people have pointed to this experience as
enjoying “The Presence.” Centuries ago, an illiterate,
barefooted monk from the 1600s named Brother Lawrence
“practiced the presence.” He was the cook at a monastery in
Paris, constantly serving his superiors. But in that kitchen he
endeavored to experience God. Over time, the simple power
of his faith drew people of all walks of life to his side. He once
said, "For me, the time of business does not differ from the
time of prayer. In the noise and clatter of my kitchen, with
several persons simultaneously calling for different things, I
possess God in as great tranquility as if I were on my knees."
In these examples – and countless others – the
mechanism is the same. We realize that when we are left to
our own devices, we will too often continue the isolated
thoughts and behavior patterns that stymie our growth as
human beings. Only when we identify a power greater than
ourselves to counter these tendencies will we truly begin to
flourish.
Twelve Step programs steer away from debate when it
comes to Power. Instead, they point to personal experience.
Subjective? Sure. Impervious to the scrutiny of skeptics? No.
But here’s a miracle many of us witness nearly every day
among those who are recovering.
We knew our insane behavior had led to “stuckness,”
defeat, even despair. With many of us, it had taken everything
except our heartbeats. We had lost hope, and the darkness
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around us had become what AA describes as
“incomprehensible demoralization.”
So we turned. First to the mentoring of those who had
trail blazed into the light. Then to our own conception of a
Higher Power. That is when miracles began to occur, slowly,
then gaining momentum, until we had an epiphany contained
in the (edited) “Promises” – We come to realize that our Higher
Power (community, convictions, principles, “God”) is helping us do
what we could not fully do for ourselves.

Interactive assignment: Take a moment to write down
your answers to these questions. Is there a “God,” an ideal
or vision that guides my life? If so, how do I describe it?
If not, am I at peace with the life I am now living? Write
as much and as freely as you can.
*

*

*

Matthew’s Story
I was raised by a traditional Catholic military family:
church every Sunday, altar boy, rituals. Alternatively, at an
early age I caught the theater bug, and my weeknights were
full of fantasy and play-acting. I was also a fan of science
fiction, and read the deep stuff - the Heinlein, the Bear, Bova.
By the time I was a teen, turbulent conflicts warred in
my brain. A dedication to the truth born of both religious
upbringing and intellectual curiosity exposed deep fault-lines
in my myopic universe.
It was pretty exciting.
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I abandoned my pretense at Catholicism just before the
sacrament of Confirmation. After complaining at the dinner
table of my issues with religion, my sister suggested I should
just quit. So I did.
I was fine with that. I was happy to let reason and logic
guide my moral choices.
My brain battles, however, continued unabated. Try as
I might, I couldn't shake that paradigm, that delicious fairy
tale about the beginning of the world and someone who cared
about me struggling with the Prince of Darkness over my
very soul. It made me feel so important.
As access to escapes, chemical and otherwise, grew
more sophisticated, I took longer vacations from reality. I
never found any peace, but I had more than enough drama to
keep boredom at bay.
Eventually, I got to a point where I started regretting
my choices. I wanted to make different ones, but seemed
unable. Finally, I blundered so badly that the question came
up: "Do you need help?" I knew I was facing an ending. I had
to choose which path to take, and I was ready to try something
different.
What they said was, "We came to believe that a power
greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity."
I didn't even know what "sanity" was. When they
compared it to "sanitary" I got a sense of the root: cleanness,
healthiness of mind. I wanted that sense of being whole.
The "power greater than myself" was a sticking point.
I had given up on church and God, and I wasn’t convinced
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that lab-coated scientists had any more clues about what was
truly important.
Then someone started a familiar line of questioning.
Are you powerless over alcohol? Are you powerless over the
weather? Are you powerless over other people? Are you
powerless over the stock market? And it slowly slipped into
focus: there are forces in the universe beyond my will and
understanding.
I began to feel a certain peace with the concept of
making a choice, even an arbitrary one, about how to feel
about my unknowable blank spots. I could choose to hope that
somewhere in the “not me,” there was something better, more
powerful, kinder.
When I started living like there was a something not
so bad in the “other,” the unknown trickled down into
unexpected parts of my life. It sluiced out old lies and
misunderstandings and mistakes, exposing them to my
awareness, sometimes for the first time. I was able to face
these slivers of blindness without fear and even acceptance,
gratitude, and, eventually, celebration.
I still don't know anything about God that's worth
repeating. I don’t go to church, and my membership in the
Freethinkers is paid up. I tell people I have a "Post-Atheistic
Spirituality," because I can't abandon the atheists’ truth any
more than I can ignore the Biblical one.
I don't know what it is that makes the light shift in a
room, or the goose bumps to rise on my arms. But for once,
there's a truce on the old battleground in my brain. Is it
because I gave up? Maybe. Though there are still skirmishes,
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I like this not-fighting much better. And if I'm sure of
anything, it's that I never would have gotten here on my own.
Bob’s Story
Step Two always felt philosophical to me: is there, or is
there not, a God? I’d always believed in God, but only because
I’d been brought up that way; it was not a God of personal
experience. I believed in God because my parents believed in
God, and because I feared endless eternity in some sort of
hopeless black space. I wanted to believe the story of God
because it gave me hope. Yet when truly pressed, I struggled
intellectually with the idea of a supreme, all-powerful being.
Yet after internalizing the true nature of Step One,
Step Two ceased to be an intellectual exercise. I was out of
options - willpower had failed, even my AA program, based
on human fellowship and support, had failed. Step Two was
no longer a debate, but my last hope.
It was pointed out to me that this step did not make
any demands other than willingness - that the words “came to
believe” were carefully chosen to indicate that we are
embarking on a process whereby faith might grow. In effect,
all Step Two asked of me was that I not completely shut the
door on the possibility that the spiritual realm might exist.
And I was encouraged to set aside my previous conceptions of
God and be open to a new experience.
And so, Step Two became a very simple expression of
willingness. That it was born out of pathetic desperation did
not matter.
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Laurine’s Story
When I came to my first Al-anon meeting, I knew my
thinking was negative and unhealthy. I believed I was inferior
to everyone else, always “less than” and lacking. I had grown
depressed and saw little hope for my future. I talked to a
counselor who was connected to my church. She suggested
that since the negative opinion I had of myself had been part
of my thinking since childhood, and that alcoholism was in my
family of origin, I might benefit from Al-Anon’s Twelve Step
approach.
At the first meeting I attended I was so gratified to
hear other people sharing feelings that were very much like
mine! What a sense of relief! In fact, after someone shared, I
thought, “Hey, this guy’s even crazier than I am!”
The step that I clung to in those early days, and still
do, is Step Two: Came to believe that a power greater than myself
could restore me to sanity. First, I had to realize that I couldn’t
“cure” myself - that all the self-help books and counseling I’d
had over the years hadn’t helped me. I was intrigued by the
idea that a Higher Power, which I choose to call God, “could”
and “would” help me. I had turned to God much earlier during
another period in my life when my feelings of inferiority
overwhelmed me. I prayed because I knew that God’s love was
better than any human love.
But strangely, even though I believed this, it hadn’t
really helped me. I still felt bad about myself. Yes, God loved
me, but where did that get me in social relationships? I still
felt less than everybody else. My feelings and belief in my
worthlessness made me not want to reach out or take risks
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with anyone. I didn’t understand about trusting God and
turning over my problems. I believed my feelings were the
truth about me.
Through working The Twelve Steps I learned that my
feelings were the result of my thoughts and beliefs. I had
accepted those beliefs so thoroughly that they seemed to be a
part of my very being. I came to see that my best thinking was
very distorted and that my beliefs were based on falsehood.
Step Two helped me believe that God did not create me
to be less than anyone. I have special gifts and abilities that
make me unique. God wants me to have a happy and satisfying
life. I gradually learned to focus on the positive rather than
the negative. I learned to forgive myself for my shortcomings
and give gratitude for my strengths. I am still a work in
progress and I still practice these steps every day, especially
Step Two; it helps me keep my focus on God rather than
myself.
Krin’s Story
Though I spent many years as a clergyperson – looked
up to as a messenger of faith – I found true belief harder and
harder. When my preaching and teaching subsided into
silence, what really existed? Was there truly some kind of
personal Presence upon which I could rely?
I can no longer abide with glib faith that has not stood
the test of real questioning or suffering. I can no longer listen
to those who have simple, “sewed-up answers” for every
problem in life, quoting scriptures and demanding adherence.
I mean no disrespect, but when a preacher starts railing “God
wants this…” or “God says that…” my ears and heart close
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up. There seems to be no respect for mystery, no essential
acknowledgment that we always see life partially and
imperfectly. There seems to be no humility.
This is what I appreciate so much about the
atmosphere of The Twelve Steps. There is a great respect for
two things. First, the sanctity of each person’s journey, each
person’s struggle to find the meaning that sustains them.
Second, the underlying conviction that belief is not only
possible, but essential to the wellness of our souls.
For me, it has been necessary to dismantle the spoonfed faith of my upbringing and my culture. It has been
necessary to question every single aspect of what others say I
should believe. It has been necessary to look squarely into the
void without my intellectual armor.
I have a number of friends who are agnostics or
atheists. I love them. I do, however, share with them that I
feel I have a spiritual component to my life. For me, it’s an
innate desire to reach out beyond myself to an ordering
principle. These steps help me connect with this power, even
as I decide not to name it in conventional terms. I now believe
this Presence is all around us, and that living in harmony with
it is the path towards wholeness.
But still, belief is just part of Step Two. One of my wise
sponsors told me to focus on a single word: could. It was one
thing to be open to the existence of a helpful source of power
beyond the Berlin Walls of my will. It was another to believe
this power could truly help me alter the destructive courses of
my thoughts and behaviors.
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Step Three: Made a decision to share our will and
our life with this Power as we understand it.

T

he following story has graced hundreds of sermons and
ridden the stream of countless emails. Still, it bears
repeating.
A man decides to check off one of the items on his bucket list:
the climbing of a formidable mountain peak. After years of
preparation, he embarks on his adventure. Convinced of his stamina
and skill, he decides to forego the “buddy system” and hike alone. He
doesn’t want anyone else to hold him back.
He begins his ascent, weathering the altitude and steepness
better than expected. He is so full of confidence that, as daylight
fades, he decides to continue after nightfall.
But he underestimates the mercurial weather. When the sun
sets, moonlight and starlight fall behind cloud cover. There is zero
visibility.
He gropes on in the blackness. Only a few yards away from
the summit, he slips and falls, hurtling downwards at a frightening
speed. He can only see shadowy figures in the darkness and feels the
tug of gravity sucking him to his doom. In these anguishing
moments, his life passes before his eyes.
Suddenly the rope snaps tight around his waist, dangling
him from the last piton he embedded in the mountain’s rock wall.
In desperation, suspended in mid-air, he screams "God,
please help me!"
Unexpectedly, a deep voice all around him responds: "What
would you have me do?"
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He replies, "Save me!"
"Do you really think I can save you?"
"Of course I do!"
"Then cut the rope."
There is a moment of silence until the man tightens the rope
around his waist.
In the morning, a mountain rescue team finds him frozen to
death, his hands wrapped firmly around a rope tied to his waist. He
is hanging only two feet from the ground.
The walls of most Twelve Step rooms are adorned with
simple sayings, aphorisms meant to imbed core principles.
There is one that summarizes both this story and Step Three
succinctly: Let go and let God.
Many of us ask, “How can something so simple be so
difficult to practice?” How many stressful days have we
endured, clinging to worries and resentments, refusing to
have our fingers pried free? This slogan seems to taunt us. We
may feel like shouting, “Easy for you to say!”
How can we really let go?
First, by remembering that these steps are cumulative.
As we mentally reiterate how they build on each other, we
gradually align ourselves with their pattern.
In Step One we realize that we engage in unhealthy
thoughts and behaviors. No matter how well we have been
coping on the exterior, we see how these conditioned states of
mind have taken on a persistence of their own. In very real
ways, they make our lives unmanageable, affecting our health,
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relationships, and creative potential. Step One helps us
diagnose our stinking thinking.
In Step Two we realize a two-fold truth. First, these
thoughts and behaviors are insane, an example of doing the
same thing over and over, even though we know the outcome.
Second, we realize that our attempts to change using our own
willpower have been fruitless. All our promises and new starts
have run out of steam. We are like chronic dieters who lose
weight then balloon again, a perpetually repeating cycle. We
need the help of a Power greater than ourselves.
Step Three asks us to take action. Do we really believe
in the unmanageability of our negativities? Do we really
believe there is a Power – by whatever name - that can assist
us with liberation?
If our answer is a soulful “yes,” if we have truly had
enough and now desire freedom, Step Three says “Let go;
share your will and your life; trust that this new Power can
lead you to freer levels of consciousness!”
Does this happen in one giant catharsis? No. Do we
have such a clear and miraculous epiphany that we never
return to our old ways? Definitely not.
This is a process, a daily turning over, a minute-byminute letting go of thoughts and behaviors that twist our
lives. Practice is what leads to serenity. We are looking for
progress, not perfection.
Siddhartha (the first Buddha), didn’t believe in a
personal soul or deity. He held to a pattern of thinking and
behavior now called The Middle Way. It is a way of striking
balance in eight different areas of our lives: our viewpoints,
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intentions, speech, action, livelihood, effort, mindfulness, and
concentration. Buddha offered these teachings and disciplines
to help others avoid the extremes of thought or behavior that
cause us to suffer. This path became his higher power; it
helped him and countless followers let go of the habits that
kept them shrouded in darkness.
Here is a description of The Middle Way from Ajahn
Chah, a revered Thai Buddhist who died in 1992. It may seem
odd to Western minds, but let the analogy unfold.
If we cut a log of wood, throw it into the river, and it doesn't sink,
rot, or run aground on either bank, it will definitely reach the sea.
(The Middle Way) is comparable to this. If you practice according
to the path laid down by the Buddha, following it straightly, you will
transcend two things. What two things? Indulgence in pleasure and
indulgence in pain. These are the two banks of the river. One of the
banks of that river is hate, the other is love. Or you can say that one
bank is happiness, the other unhappiness. The log is our mind. As it
flows down the river it will experience both happiness and
unhappiness. If the mind doesn't cling to either, it will reach the
ocean. You should see that all emotions and thoughts arise then
disappear. If you don't run aground on these things, then you are on
the path.
Think of The Promises (mentioned in the Prelude) as
the ocean towards which our life is flowing, described by the
word serenity. This is more than happiness, which is often
ephemeral. Serenity means being steady, clear of
entanglement.
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Many of us, if we are honest with ourselves, have found
that this unflappability is a rare state of mind. When it
happens, we relish it. It gives us a glimpse of truer and freer
life. It helps us see the human “being” for which we are
created.
However, because we have not learned to let go of
extreme thinking and behavior, our minds are often unsteady.
We carom from one fear or preoccupation to another, crashing
into the banks of our old, seemingly deterministic modes of
living.
Step Three holds out hope that as we learn to let go of
the old grooves, we experience the power of something much
larger than ourselves.
In the 1700s, those who navigated the high seas had
only simple technology at their disposal. Using the stars, the
horizon, and a sextant, they kept themselves on course to
uncharted destinations.
Today we have the ubiquitous GPS, found on most
smartphones. We trust that if we type in an address and push
start, coordinates and directions will beam back to us from
satellites, no matter how foul the weather.
Think of Step Three in this way. Throughout the day,
as we become aware of anxiety, stress, resentment – or any
other insane reaction – we calmly re-orient our minds to our
North Star, our chosen satellite, our Power. We reiterate –
using simple affirmations – that we trust in this Power no
matter how we define it. We turn over our willfulness, we let
go, we get our minds back on track.
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If you find this difficult, it may be helpful to review the
reasons we are reticent to truly submit our lives to newness.
Fear: It is quite true that for some of us, the “devil we
know is better than the devil we don’t know.” Even if we see
the allure of a new life – like an azure lake on the horizon of
our desert – we have become accustomed to our bad habits. In
a sick way, they provide a level of comfort, even if this comfort
means sacrificing our freedom.
Trust: If we have been hurt in life, or raised in families
that were chaotic or dysfunctional, truly trusting anyone or
anything is hard for us. If we let go into this new lifestyle, will
the arms of safety be there to catch us? Is our chosen Power
trustworthy? One woman remarked that in her estimate,
“God” had never been there for her during difficult times in
her life. Why would “God” suddenly show up now?
Laziness: Yes, laziness. We realize that applying this
new pattern – developing new “muscle memory” - will take
effort and vigilance. Though others have told us it will get
easier over time, we wonder how long it will take. If we
submit, what are we getting ourselves into? It takes less
energy (lie!) to remain stuck.
Deep woundedness: There’s no doubt – some of us
have experienced trauma that is not easy to overcome. We
need more thorough counseling from an expert to help us
extricate ourselves. This can be especially true for those of us
who grew up in families that shamed us. Shame is a deep and
toxic response. Like any other conditioning, it can be released,
but it helps to seek the guidance of a counselor, mentor,
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sponsor, or spiritual guide. Learning the origin of our shame
helps us transition to a life of trust and affirmation.
Letting go starts as a simple process in our daily lives,
but it progresses to ever deepening levels. Consider this
powerful quote from Richard Rohr.
Authentic spirituality is always on some level or in some way about
letting go….Once we see truly what is trapping us and keeping us
from freedom we should see the need to let it go. True liberation is
letting go of our false self, letting go of our cultural biases, and
letting go of our fear of loss and death. Freedom is letting go of
wanting more and better things, and it is letting go of our need to
control and manipulate God and others. It is even letting go of our
need to know and our need to be right--which we only discover with
maturity. We become free as we let go of our three primary energy
centers: our need for power and control, our need for safety and
security, and our need for affection and esteem.

Interactive assignment: Once again, write about the
nature/characteristics of your Higher Power, answering
these questions. Is it “boxed in” by my own limited
thinking, or is it a force beyond myself capable of
restoring me? Do I trust this Power enough to let go?
Now, answer this question, hearkening back to Step
One. What have I been clinging to that is the hardest to
release?
*

*

55

*

Jennifer’s Story
Toward the end of my drinking, I had a moment of
clarity that came in the form of a vivid image. It was a red
sports car - shiny, angular and fast. As I sat alone with my
eyes closed, I could see it in motion, travelling 90 miles an
hour toward a brick wall. It was clear that the car was me. I
had lost the ability to fix my messes, to cover my lies, to
recover from the abuse to my body, or to coax back my friends
and family. I was clearly headed for the brick wall.
I had known that for a while. Yet I always assumed that
somehow I would have the strength, the intelligence, the
resources, or just the sheer luck to pull out at the last minute.
And so, the stark reality that revealed itself in that image was
not the speed that I was travelling, nor the immovable
obstacle in my path, but the fact that the car had no brakes. I
couldn’t steer, or slow down, or avoid the inevitable. It was
utter powerlessness. The destruction was coming. Period.
There was no hope of reprieve.
There have been a few moments in my life when the
intense pressure of a situation tore away the thick curtain of
denial, revealing a terrifying truth about myself. Each time
this happened, it evoked prayer from deep within me. In
response to the terrifying truth of my alcoholism, the prayer
that came out was this: “God...after I hit the wall…whatever
is left over is yours.” I was no longer bargaining, pleading, or
promising. I was surrendering.
Often, when we are introduced to Step Three in a
conscious way, it is by reading it on a scroll hanging on a wall.
But this step, in my experience, happened in a moment of stark
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honesty brought about through tremendous pain. I wish it
didn’t take so much pain (not just my own, but of those I love)
to get to a place where I can let go and turn my life and my
will over to God. But I have yet to really surrender without
it. Maybe that is the gift of pain, and its real purpose for us in
the world.
What fascinates me about Step Three is that when I
have taken it - and I have said the words hundreds of times
but have only really taken it a few times - God’s response was
immediate (within the moment the prayer emerged). I didn’t
know it at the time, but in hindsight it’s obvious that the
changes began right away. As for my sobriety, that moment
when I surrendered wasn’t the final time I drank. However,
the prayer set in motion a chain of circumstances that led me
to a solution, and a community of people who would walk with
me. Step Three is like true repentance; it is a waking up and
turning around. Sometimes the road back to life is painful for
the first few steps, but it is clearly a way out upon which I
have come to trust.
Krin’s Story
Over the years, I’ve heard many people in the Christian
tradition talk about being “born again,” an experience they
claim changed everything for them. I’m sure such conversions
are real for some folks.
In my experience, making this conscious decision is not
a once and forever process. It is continual; not just one day at
a time, but sometimes hour by hour, minute by minute, even
second by second. We work out our wellness through our
mindfulness in the present on any given day. We make
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progress, being “born again” into higher levels of freedom and
consciousness.
Early in the process of recovery, as I became clearer
about the thought patterns that drove me to futility, I found
my own way of countering them. I label my method with an
old fishing term – “catch and release.”
When a resentment, fear, worry, or obsession arises, I
recognize it – I catch it – then consciously decide to let it go,
which for me means releasing it. Sometimes I’ll repeat a short
phrase or prayer, such us “I trust things will be O.K.”
One of the skills has been to learn gentleness towards
myself. My insane ways of thinking did not form overnight. I
practiced them unchecked for many years. I let them groove
my brain the way a constant stream of water cuts the hardest
stone.
In the same way, I won’t dismantle them overnight. I
believe this is true for all of us. Whatever discipline we use to
transform our minds – self-talk, meditation, calling a friend or
counselor – will take time and practice. Once again, this is
where our new life requires work and an effort of will.
Some days, as I follow this pattern, there’s a deep
serenity flowing through me, impervious to external
circumstances. Other days, life triggers old mental patterns I
thought I’d subdued. They come back with surprising virility,
no matter how idiotic or infantile. At those moments, rather
than scold myself for regressing, I simply catch and release,
catch and release.
Working The Twelve Steps, I’ve often thought of a
verse from the Bible. Romans 12:2 – Do not be conformed to the
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patterns of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of the
mind.
I was having coffee with a friend from one of my groups
when I repeated this verse.
He smiled and said, “There are many ways to say the
same thing, Krin. I would put it this way. My thoughts can
muddy up my mind on any given day, and I regularly need a
mental enema. For me, that enema is The Twelve Steps. They
never fail to bring me clarity.”
Bob’s Story
Step Three asks us to simply make a decision. My
sponsor uses an old riddle to illustrate this point: if there are
three frogs on a log and one decides to jump off, how many
frogs are on the log? The answer, three, demonstrates that a
decision is simply that - a resolution to take action. Until that
action is taken, nothing has changed.
And how was I to “turn my will and life over to the care
of God as I understood God?” I was to take the rest of the
steps. Because only after a thorough housecleaning, only after
I’d cleaned up my past and owned the mistakes generated by
my character defects, was I going to find freedom from my
obsession. And freedom was an idea I could completely
comprehend.
I have come to believe that we don’t go find God; we
clear space and God fills in. We dissemble the apparatus of a
fear-driven, self-centered life. It’s hard – really hard – because
it goes against every mother-loving, self-preserving instinct.
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We break ourselves down. The Twelve Steps are selfreduction: addition of God by subtraction of self.
*

*

*

A favorite way to describe the word ego is Edging God
Out. It helps to think of Step Three in the same way. Our fears
and resentments fill the space of our lives with insane,
repetitive delusions. Whether we use prayer, meditation,
guided imagery, chanting, yoga, self-talk, scripture, the
counsel of a friend, or a host of other disciplines, the message
is the same…
Let go…breathe deeply…discover the courage to seek
new freedom and new disciplines.
You may find it helpful to take Step Three with one or
more prayers from recovery programs. Some people pray
these prayers on a daily basis, using them like compass needles
pointing to the “true north” of serenity.
Higher Power, I want to trust your guidance, yet I still have my own
ideas about how I want to live my life. Let me share these ideas with
you, and then let me clearly understand your will for me. In the end,
let your will, not mine, be done.
Higher Power, I admit my powerlessness and the unmanageability
of my life. Help me live with others as an equal, dependent upon you
for direction and strength.
Take my will and my life. Guide me on this new path. Show me how
to live.
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Higher Power, I offer myself to you. Build my life according to your
pattern. Relieve me of the bondage of self, so I can follow your will
more fully. Take away my difficulties, so that victory over them will
bear witness to others of your power.
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RIGOROUS HONESTY
It takes strength and courage to admit the truth.
― Rick Riordan
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Step Four. Made a searching and fearless
moral inventory of ourselves.

H

ebrew scripture showcases a cast of full-blooded
characters. Far from our stereotypes of holy people,
these were flawed human beings who struggled with selfcenteredness, pride, and lust.
One of them was King David, a complex individual. He
was a shepherd and king, warrior and poet. His family was
severely dysfunctional, including a rebellious son who tried to
hijack his father’s throne through a military coup. In a famous
story alluded to in Leonard Cohen’s Hallelujah, David abused
his kingly privilege - stealing another man’s wife, then having
that man killed by proxy in a distant battle.
Not what you would call a paragon of virtue! Yet these
same scriptures call David “a man after God’s own heart.”
Why? Primarily because he repeatedly confessed the error of
his ways and returned to a path of healing. He summed up this
personal discipline in the immortal words of his poem called
Psalm 139.
Search me, God, and know my heart;
test me and know my anxious thoughts.
See if there is any offensive way in me,
and lead me in the way everlasting.
Step Four asks us to do the same thing – to examine
any character patterns in the past and present that have been
destructive to ourselves and others. This includes the listing
of thoughts and behaviors we have tried hard to conceal. Even
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if we’ve attempted self-evaluation in the past, this time it’s
different. Now it’s with the help of whatever Power we have
accepted as our lodestar. Hopefully, it’s also with the help of a
mentor, sponsor, or counselor.
Our world has amazing medical technology for precise
imaging of the human body: X-Rays, CT Scans, and MRIs.
What was once invisible to the human eye is now laid bare in
exquisite detail.
Step Four calls us to apply the same kind of scrutiny to
ourselves. The purpose here is not to promote excessive
introspection, or to cause us to wallow in shame. Quite the
contrary. An underlying truth of these steps is that many of
us carry around baggage from the past, a weight that drags us
down in the present, causing us to miss the full freedom and
joy that is our birthright.
There are two key words in Step Four: searching and
fearless.
Searching means to look into every area of our lives:
our personal habits, our relationships in every sphere, our
history. What traits have driven us to disquietude and
anxiety? What have we done to contribute to conflicts or
misunderstandings? How has our self-centered willfulness
run roughshod over life? The point here is to take our own
inventories, not catalogue the mistakes of others.
Searching means to examine both the content, cause,
and character of our flaws. There’s an old saying that is
popular in recovery programs: you are only as sick as your secrets.
This does not deny our right to privacy. It simply points to a
natural law of emotional and mental health. When we conceal
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toxic behaviors and habits, we may cope, but we will not
thrive. Step Four reveals this timeless truth, asking us to fully
acknowledge these secrets in preparation for a bold and
daring act.
Fearless means to overcome our resistance to selfhonesty, our aversion to change. Even when we don’t realize
it, many of us defend the harmful nature of our lives through
pride, ego, and self-justification. We don’t like a mirror held
up to us. It hurts to recognize the exact qualities we have
allowed to affect the world within us and around us.
Fearless means to realize that some of the most
powerful moments of change are prefaced by anxiety, worry,
or pain. It’s difficult to let go of our false, fearful selves, but
we are on a new journey, developing a pattern for living with
miraculous hopes on the horizon. We will not be deterred.
Socrates once said, “The unexamined life is not worth
living.” These are bold, uncompromising words. He doesn’t
say that the unexamined life is less vibrant or less desirous.
No, it is not worth living!
This has numerous levels of meaning. It calls us to
dissect the spoon-fed philosophies, religions, and politics of
the culture and family in which we were born. Have we simply
inherited world views that are ultimately restrictive? Are we
living out the scripts others prescribed for us? Do we
understand what we are truly living for, the meaning of our
short existence? Have we discovered our unique gifts, talents,
and identity? Have we unleashed the innate passion for which
we were created?
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Pop guru Wayne Dyer died recently. Forever an
advocate of discovering our deepest potential, he once said,
“Passion is a feeling that tells you: this is the right thing to
do. Nothing can stand in my way. It doesn't matter what
anyone else says. This feeling is so good that it cannot be
ignored. I'm going to follow my bliss and act upon this
glorious sensation of joy.”
Step Four helps us see not only how we have affected
the lives of others, but equally as important, how we have held
ourselves back from discovering the joy of our true calling.
The word inventory sounds cold and clinical, but it’s
appropriate. We are constructing a balance sheet of our lives,
a ledger of our souls. We need to take a courageous and
dispassionate look at ourselves. We must limit self-deception
as much as possible.
There’s a tradition employed by most sponsors. In
doing the “pen to paper” work of Step Four, they ask us to
focus on resentments, fears, and sexuality. Let’s take them one
at a time.
Resentments. A resentment can be thought of as
reliving old wounds, real or imagined, especially incurred
during times when we felt hurt, threatened, or misunderstood.
The Twelve Steps believe that resentments are deeply tied to
our core identities, so it follows that the people and
institutions we have resented are markers for underlying
character flaws that cripple us. As we enumerate these
resentments, we try to focus on our part in the situation, no
matter how much justification we have for nursing our
grudges.
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Why do resentments help us diagnose our spiritual
condition? A number of reasons.
 We begin to more fully understand the tyranny of our
self-centeredness - that part of us that demands to be
right, to be noticed, to have our way. This is an aspect
of what we commonly call ego. If we are searching and
fearless in this step, we will see how self-centeredness
has been dictating so much of our daily functioning.
 We come to understand the controlling nature of our
expectations, as if life somehow owes us. Expectations
are often resentments under construction. Someone or
something has failed to meet our needs or behave in a
way that fits our egotistical blueprint.
 We may even uncover a deeper level to these
resentments, a core sediment of shame that formed in
our earliest years. It can be painful to acknowledge how
this toxicity has spawned conflict and resentment.
Fears. There’s a saying in AA that holds true for many
of us: we are “driven by a hundred forms of fear.” You can label
these as anxiety, worry, or stress. The term varies, but the
underlying mechanism remains. We are fearful of exposure,
loss, unknown future events, failure, or the opinions of others.
Each of these is an indicator of this core character flaw.
Enumerating its flashpoints can help us see ourselves more
clearly.
Sexuality. Perhaps more than any other area of life,
how we express our sexuality is an indicator of our core being,
our souls stripped naked. There is nothing wrong with
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healthy, passionate sex, but we need to understand all the
motives behind our basic impulses. Are we objectifying our
partners? Are we pushing them in controlling ways to gratify
our needs outside their comfort levels? Are we using sex to
fill an emptiness inside that really needs satisfying through
our spiritual lives? Have we engaged in relationships that
were damaging to ourselves and others?
How does fear rule our sex lives? Do we compulsively
avoid intimacy? Are we present during sex, even when it is
healthy? Do we feel connected to ourselves and our partner?
Do we engage in sexual activity even when we don’t want to?
It may be helpful to look at more specific areas of
sexuality. Did we use pornography, masturbation, paying for
sex, or affairs outside our primary relationships to avoid
intimacy with our partners? Did we use them for power and
control? Are there specific sexual behaviors that bring us
shame and guilt? Have we hurt others or ourselves with these
behaviors?
Many have found that this opens the door to deeper
thinking about our relationships in general, inviting us to ask
some pointed questions. Are we were present in our
interactions with others? Have we manipulated others to get
our wants met? Have we truly listened? Have we followed
through with our commitments?
It is so helpful to connect with someone we trust
during this part of Step Four - a friend, mentor, or therapist.
It can also help to make use of prayer, asking that we may see
ourselves through our Higher Power’s eyes; asking for love to
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pierce through our shame, giving us guidance regarding our
relationships.
Another popular way to take Step Four is to “get
Medieval,” focusing on The Seven Deadly Sins: pride, lust, envy,
gluttony, greed, sloth, wrath. We won’t linger on these, but it
helps to more deeply understand pride, the mother of them all.
To do so, think of healthy pride vs. unhealthy pride.
By healthy pride, we mean a legitimate recognition of
our own gifts and uniqueness. We mean an awareness of our
capacity to create and love. This helps us exercise our true
purpose and calling in life, confident that we have something
meaningful to contribute to the world. We are proud of our
essence.
Benjamin Franklin once said, “Hide not your
talents…What's a sundial in the shade?” Each of us is as
unique as the swirls on our fingertips. We are created to add
our contributions to the world.
Unhealthy pride stems from a crippled sense of
worthiness. Because we feel inadequate or needy at a
fundamental level, we compensate through egotistical
grasping. This can lead to compulsively practicing the other
deadly sins, especially…
 Greed – wanting more things and acclaim to satisfy our
inner longings.
 Lust – objectifying another person to meet our own
desire for control, release, dominance.
 Covetousness – like greed, wanting something other
than what we have, as if it will somehow give us the
peace we so deeply desire.
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 Envy – a jealousy of what others have or have
accomplished, deterring us from cultivating our own
unique talents.

Interactive assignment: Go to the Appendices. There
you will find two simple inventory forms you can use for
Step Four. If you would like forms that require more
detailed work, there is a list of web addresses where you
can download them. Recreate one or more on paper and
take as long as you need to fill them out. This can
require several days of sustained attention. You will
grow from this exercise in direct proportion to your
level of investment.
*

*

*

Zach’s Story
When I was still drinking, I frequented a bar that had
Trivia Night. My brothers and I sat around for hours drinking
beer and playing that game until the bar closed. If you've ever
been to a Trivia Night, you know how it goes. They ask
random questions from history, music, pop-culture, movies,
famous people, and a host of other topics.
One night while we were drinking and playing, one of
the questions had to do with countries on the European
continent. I don't remember it exactly, but I do remember the
exact answer I gave. I yelled out “Australia!” My brothers
quickly informed me that I was an idiot - that Australia was
its own continent. My initial thought was “Man, I AM an
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idiot.” Then my next thought was that it was my Mom’s fault.
You see, she used to do my homework for me, so no wonder I
didn’t know that Australia was its own continent.
You might ask, “What does this have to do with Step
Four, Zach?” Well, everything. I immediately got a giant
resentment against my mother. Later, I worked Step Four the
first time. My inventory sheet had four columns, the final one
labeled “What Was My Part?”
There’s when I had to write down the reasons my
mother treated me and my homework the way she did. When
I was going through school, I didn’t even try. I was lazy. I
acted like I couldn’t do my homework until my Mother gave
in and did it for me.
This was the first time I truly saw myself and how I
had acted my whole life. It wasn’t easy, but it was necessary.
I got to see a clearer image of myself.
This may seem trivial to you (get it, trivial?), but this
resentment towards my Mom had eaten my lunch for years.
It was a chronic character flaw. I’m happy to say I can laugh
about it now. And I will never forget that Australia and
Europe are two different continents!
I hope that any of you reading this will be fearless and
thorough with Step Four. For heaven’s sake, don't take
forever. There is so much healing that will come from getting
these resentments on to paper, then out of your mind and
heart!
Bob’s Story
Step Four was essentially a dissection of my
relationships. If I was to find freedom, I needed to get down
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to why I sought the ease and comfort of an external substance
to cope with life. Whether I realized it or not, my life was
filled with discomfort and conflict driven by fear.
Dismantling these resentments was critical. I could no longer
function with the belief that anger and uneasiness were
justifiable and unavoidable.
As I went through my life and identified those
incidents, I went through the excruciating task of seeing how
they affected me. Why was I threatened? What aspect of my
own make-up was being impacted? Even in instances where
I felt I’d done nothing wrong, why was it I was harboring
discomfort? The exercise ran against every fiber of my being,
everything I’d been taught about being a man in a cut-throat
world.
The final distillation of my fourth step - the residue left
by hours of writing and analysis - was my character defects:
broadly grouped as selfishness, self-centeredness, dishonesty
and fear. I saw how my misinterpretation of people’s motives
had prompted instinctive, self-preserving behavior. And how
the same faulty thinking would only accumulate more
resentment. It was critical that I be free of these defects, or at
least be aware of them.
Krin’s Story
Each sponsor has his/her way of working someone
through these steps. I had a man you could call a braniac,
someone whose knowledge of trivia in a variety of fields
reminded me of Dr. Reid in Criminal Minds. When he would
share at a meeting, I always expected it to be hopelessly
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obtuse. Not so. His understanding of the spiritual awakening
inherent in The Twelve Steps made his voice clear and
winsome.
However, when it came time for me to work Step Four,
Dr. Reid took control. He pulled out a copy of a “personal
inventory” that had been popular decades before, a 20-page
questionnaire that asked me to chronicle every relationship
and situation I could remember from early childhood to the
present.
Many of us, when reading the task of this step, imagine
it is primarily about naming what brimstone preachers call the
“sins” in our lives. People who have any kind of obsession –
including the worries, stresses, and control issues we’ve
talked about – can leave considerable wreckage in their past.
We have hurt people, caused conflicts, left emotional voids.
And yes, there is sin. If we’re honest, many of us have buried
secrets that still plague us like radioactive nuggets seeping
toxicity.
We list these obvious failures, because it is necessary
to “clean house.” We focus primarily on resentments. We
want to make room for the presence of new life, new joy, and
the guidance of our Higher Power. This alone is a sterling
reason to take our personal inventory. We don’t just list the
outcomes, we dig deeper to find the flaws of character that led
to them.
But I discovered there’s a parallel purpose to Step Four.
It not only showed me how the destructive patterns of my life
developed over time; it made the karmic consequences I’ve
reaped clearer than ever before. It brought my personal
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evolution into focus. It revealed the core issues of my
character, not just shifting surface behaviors.
It took me days to fill out that questionnaire. At first I
resented the copious homework. It seemed tedious and
unnecessary. I chronicled relationships with my parents,
siblings, extended family members, friends, girlfriends,
colleague and neighbors. Sure, I saw the ways others had
treated me. But most importantly, I stuck to a primary rule of
thumb: this was about my responses, the choices I made in my
life.
In the end, something unexpected and quite beautiful
happened. Alongside my awareness of my failures and
stumbles was a new sense of compassion for myself. Many of
the situations in my life, including the disease of alcoholism,
were not conscious choices. They were the result of genetics,
family of origin, time and place of upbringing, even part of
American culture.
I was not casting blame. My reactions to these factors,
no matter how unconscious at the time, were still mine. I had
to own them and take full responsibility. Step Four made this
very clear.
But underneath all of that, I saw a person worthy of
love. This is one of the great gifts these steps have given me.
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Step Five: Admitted to ourselves and another human
being the exact nature of our wrongs.

W

ould you persist in drinking polluted water? Would
you let the illness of your child continue unchecked?
Would you blithely mow your lawn each week as it
progressively turned yellow and moldy?
No! In each of these situations you would get to the
root of the problem, hoping to remove it.
Step Four helped us identify self-defeating patterns in
our thoughts and behaviors. Step Five offers us a chance to
not only clarify them further, but to begin the process of
uprooting them. We do this through an old-fashioned
discipline: confession.
Most of us know the saying, “Confession is good for the
soul.” Oxford’s Dictionary of Proverbs traces it back to Scotland
in the early 1600s. From there it found its way into cultures
worldwide.
Perhaps you come from a Roman Catholic tradition, or
have friends who practice that faith. For them, confession is
encouraged as a regular discipline, a sacrament in its own
right.
What’s a sacrament? An outward activity that
communicates inner grace. Grace is a word with special
significance in many faith traditions. It means a deep
understanding of the free, unmerited nature of Divine love for
all of us. It unveils our eternal identity, showing us that we
are created in goodness.
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Sharing our inventory can communicate grace to us in
a liberating way, especially if we follow the process as
presented.
First, this confession needs to take place not only
internally, but with another human being, face to face. This is
a daunting proposition, requiring courage and vulnerability.
When we admit our shortcomings only to ourselves
and our notion of a Higher Power, it is less real, less
immediate. Doing so with another human being puts flesh on
the effort.
This is true because most of us wear masks in our daily
lives. We apply faces fit for public consumption, showing
others the personas we want them to believe. Step Five asks
us to take off our masks as completely as possible. This can be
painful. Andre Berhtiaume once said, “We all wear masks, and
the time comes when we cannot remove them without
removing some of our own skin.” Some of us have lived
deceptively with ourselves and others for so long that we
might lose a lot of epidermis here. It may be very
uncomfortable.
Another way to put this is that many of us have “hider’s
disease.” We rarely, if at all, share our innermost selves with
others. Because of this we miss out on so much depth in our
lives. We never taste the delicacies of deeper intimacy, the
communion of fellowship with others.
Confession of our flaws and secrets – opening up the
contours of our inner landscape - has rich benefits.
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 We lay down cumbersome baggage. It’s as if we’ve
been dragging a ball and chain around, and now we cut
it loose. The buoyancy we discover is amazing!
 We learn to trust others in a radically new way,
breaking through to a deeper understanding of
community. It’s easy to pay lip service to the ideal of
unconditional love, but it remains an untested
hypothesis until we risk being vulnerable with our
innermost selves.
 We practice a profound form of humility, that trait that
is foundational to this pattern called The Twelve Steps.
This is an emptying of Self.
 We enjoy not only greater emotional health, but
physical health as well. Numerous studies have shown
how confession can lower blood pressure, reduce toxic
stress, and increase energy.
So who should we take Step Five with? This is a critical
question. Elbert Hubbard once said, “Secrets are things we
give to others to keep for us.” We must carefully choose
someone we trust to be confidential, who is mature in the
virtues of grace and love. We all know people who sit in
judgment of others. We have been that way ourselves. Steer
clear of them when it comes to this step.
It’s important to select someone whose wisdom we
admire. Though we will do most of the talking in our
confession, this is essentially a dialogue. The questions and
reactions of our confessor will help us focus. He or she will
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help us plumb depths we didn’t realize were there. This is the
sacramental quality of Step Five.
Above all, choose someone who can truly listen. Paul
Tillich once said, “The first duty of love is to listen.” Listening
to someone with undivided attention is a precious gift. This
has become especially true in our culture of distraction, where
it seems everyone is plugged into a device that fractures their
concentration. It’s not unusual to see a table-full of people at
a restaurant consumed with texting and web-surfing.
Addicted to sound-bytes, we often listen to people in
snippets, already preparing responses in our heads before they
finish. You need to take Step Five with someone who will
silence themselves inside and be truly available to you for this
critical exercise.
The other piece here is to admit the “exact nature” of
our wrongs. Pull no punches. Don’t minimize. This is
especially hard for those of us who have been in denial about
our compulsive lifestyles.
Think of it in terms of gradually pulling back the
curtains on a broad, panoramic image. First we part them a
few inches and see a bit of the scene. Then a few inches more,
bit by bit, until we see the scene in all its stark detail.
Or, as Shrek said, think of it like peeling back an onion.
Transforming wisdom awaits us at the core.
Often, this will not happen in one meeting with our
confidant. It may take two or three sessions. This is one of the
treasures of taking Step Five – the intimacy we experience
with another human being.
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Many of us have practiced denial and minimizing for so
long, that we are accustomed to seeing only a bit of our own
culpability in a given situation. Hopefully our inventory was
searching and fearless. Hopefully it gave us new clarity about
the essence of our lives without shame or self-incrimination.
Michael C. talks about getting to the core of our flaws,
our growing edges.
“It's not our ‘wrongs’ that cause our problems,
although this is how others perceive and judge us. It's what is
at the root and why it is done in the first place. What is it that
brings these cravings, creating the necessity to do something
wrong? Isn’t it a selfish desire to attain our own fulfillment?
The need to satisfy this inner desire is driven by some
perceived inner deficiency due to our conditioning. This is
what's at the core of any wrong. If the deficiency didn’t exist,
the desire wouldn't exist; there would be no wrong because
there would be nothing to fulfill.”
As we face the task of voicing these flaws and their
causes to another human being, we may be tempted to make
them fuzzy, to speak in generalizations. We may be tempted
to put on a partial mask once again. Understandably, we may
be scared!
In working Step Five, a man named John was
convinced that his flaws – especially those of a sexual nature
– would be too shameful and embarrassing to share with
someone he would have to face later. Though he had a
sponsor, he decided to take an alternate route. He drove 100
miles to a nearby urban center and attended an AA meeting
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where he didn’t know a single soul. He chose a man whose
comments seemed wise and asked if he could take this step.
“Don’t you have a sponsor?” the man asked.
“I do,” replied John, “but I’d appreciate it if I could
share with you. I’m ready.”
The other man agreed. They went into a back room
where John proceeded to bare his soul for over two hours. To
his credit, the other man listened intently, asking wise
questions for clarification, patiently letting the process run its
course. When it was over, he gently led John through the next
two steps right then.
Would this time of confession have been enhanced with
someone John knew more intimately? Most likely. However,
when John emerged from the building that night, he still felt
as if a 200 pound weight had been lifted from his back.
Be as courageous as you can. But most all, get this
done! Describe what you have discovered in exact detail. The
greater the bravery in doing this, the greater the result of this
very important step.

Interactive assignment: Find a friend, mentor, pastor or
counselor you trust completely. Ask him or her to listen
to your Step Five. Set aside an ample amount of time
and take this risk. Use multiple visits if necessary.
*

*
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Andrew’s Story
I spent much of my life trying to keep a “Wizard of Oz”
illusion alive. Occasionally people would try to show me the
effect I was having on others and I would think, “O my God,
they peeked behind the curtain. They have no business doing
that. Get back out there and look at the great and powerful
Oz. I worked on him all day!”
I didn’t see that as detrimental. It was just reality.
Everyone projects who they are. Then The Twelve Steps
taught me that I need to get to know myself and clean up the
wreckage of my past. Until I did all that, I could not become
compassionate or humble, because all I was doing was trying
to project the great and powerful Oz.
Step Five was not at all what I expected it to be. In my
usual, controlling manner I had an image of how it would go,
even how long it would take. I had a script in my head.
But when I just started talking, and my Sponsor was
listening, I realized that the focus was far different. I thought
it was going to be about arrogance vs. humility, selfishness vs.
selflessness. But it was not an either/or kind of replacement
discussion. Instead, it led back to my basic mindset, my
longstanding inability to function appropriately with people.
Basically, I didn’t know how. All the outward traits were a
byproduct of a more global problem. I had to embrace, and
face, this basic orientation of my character before I could ever
move forward. And I had to do this without judgment, just
awareness.
In short, nothing followed my imagined script. It was
a watershed for me. I realized that my drinking problem was
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not the real issue; it was my inability to deal with life and
people on their terms. Working on pieces by themselves was
not going to affect that spiritual enlightenment that we look
forward to in these steps. It would just be putting out
grassfires, one after another. Or like running around trying to
catch one squirrel at a time, when squirrels are not the
problem.
That was both scary and reassuring. Scary in that there
was so much work to do; reassuring because my Sponsor told
me, “That’s OK. This is what we do. These are the deeper
flaws we recognize and learn to release.”
Now, most of our conversations, especially when issues
arise, wrap back to this realization of my deeper character
flaws that need healing. I see my twisted perception of how
other people are supposed to behave, or how I don’t want to
do something because I might not do it well and people will
think badly of me. This is not about surface behaviors, it’s
about the “why.”
The gift of Step Five has been to show me clearly what
really needs changing, and I’m grateful for that.
Krin’s Story
Friends have told me I’m willing to try anything,
anytime, anywhere. People in congregations I’ve served said
I continually call others out of their comfort zones because I
didn’t have one!
But we all have limits. I approached Step Five with
trepidation. I magnified the grievousness of my own faults and
secrets; I felt that some of mine were truly heinous. Especially
because – God forbid – I was a pastor. This would be the first
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time I had ever shared them with another person. They had
been locked away, some for decades. Like nuggets of uranium,
they had continued to leak their poison into my soul.
The day finally came. My sponsor and I retired to a
back room at the meeting hall, a place where we could be
uninterrupted. I assumed he would not have the time or
inclination to listen to the entire scope of my life as laid out in
his voluminous questionnaire. I had a hefty file of responses.
I was wrong.
“I hope this has helped you see your life in narrative
form,” he said. “Even more, I hope you see the recurring
themes – the repeated choices – that have brought you to
where you are.”
“That’s exactly what it did,” I replied.
“Then tell me your story. Unpack it for me. I have all
the time we need. I’m at your disposal.”
So that’s what I did. It’s rare in this life to have
someone listen to you with undivided attention for such a long
period. Occasionally he would ask questions for clarification.
At other times he asked me to plumb one of my responses at
greater depth. Mostly he was silent and attentive.
When I reached the behaviors that were particularly
shameful, things I had hidden from everyone, I watched him
closely for signs of disapproval or surprise. This kind of
hyper-vigilance had been a mainstay of my life. I saw nothing
judgmental in his expression. Just the same rapt attention.
When I was finished, I felt drained but also relieved at
subterranean levels I hadn’t imagined possible. My soul
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sighed. I looked at my sponsor as a broad smile spread across
his face.
“Welcome to the human race,” he said.
Jay’s Story
Writing my inventory and unearthing the unpleasant
realities of my conduct was one thing; sharing it in all its detail
with another person was entirely different. And so after
having filled a notebook with my fourth step, I approached
Step Five with anxiety – it felt a bit like the confession I’d been
forced to make as a young boy in church. Not a good memory.
But I was reminded that I’d said I was willing to go to
any lengths to achieve and maintain sobriety. I was not
confessing sin to a priest to avoid hell, but sharing my
character flaws with another person so that I might put an
end to the hell on earth I’d created for myself. It was not
critical, or required, that I believe some spiritual entity was
listening in. Once again, desperation, not faith, moved me
forward.
The four hours I spent with my sponsor were
exhausting. We went through every word I’d written, moving
across the columned inventory and then discussing my role in
each resentment. He identified trends in my behavior, themes
that I hadn’t noticed during the months of writing. We were,
as the step says, “exact.” Together we put our finger on the
roots of my underlying behavior, the internal distortion that
drove my discomfort.
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When we were finished, I asked him if he’d like to go
grab a bite to eat. He smiled and said no. I was to immediately
proceed to the next two steps.
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Step Six: Were entirely ready to release these

M

defects of character.

idway through this pattern, let’s review. Let’s
develop some mental muscle memory.

 In Step One we come to realize that we’ve engaged in
destructive behaviors and patterns of thought for many
years. These worries, obsessions, resentments have made
our lives unmanageable by creating stress, broken
relationships, and a lack of inner peace.
 In Step Two we realize that our own efforts to curb these
obsessions have fallen short. We need assistance from a
Power other than ourselves. The nature of this power is
up to us to define. It can be God, a trusted mentor, a higher
concept of truth, a fellowship group whose wisdom
exceeds our own. It can be a principle or ethic that guides
us like the North Star, or a simple openness to the daily
lessons of life. The point is to admit that we have come to
the end of ourselves and need to reach out to something
beyond us. Isolation is a dead zone. We crack open our
hermetically sealed egos.
 In Step Three we decide to share our will and our lives
with this Power, meaning we will submit to its guidance
more fully in every area of our endeavors.
 In Step Four we compile an inventory of the flaws we have
carried around for years, sometimes unknowingly. These
character defects, if unacknowledged, will continue to
weigh us down, keeping us from freedom and joy, our
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birthrights as human beings. We leave no stones
unturned, fearlessly examining all aspects of our character.
 In Step Five we do something courageous. We not only
admit these defects to ourselves, but another human being,
bringing a new level of vulnerability and accountability to
our life’s journey.
It is often wise to move from Step Five immediately
into Step Six and Step Seven, sometimes while we’re still
sitting with our confidant. But it’s also valuable to ponder
each of them independently. Like Step Three, they suggest
disciplines we will return to repeatedly. They are part of our
new daily pattern for living.
To set the stage, consider this story in the Christian
Gospel of John. It serves as an apt introduction to both these
steps. We quote it from Eugene Peterson’s The Message.
Soon another Feast came around and Jesus was back in
Jerusalem. Near the Sheep Gate in Jerusalem there was a pool, in
Hebrew called Bethesda, with five alcoves. Hundreds of sick
people—blind, crippled, paralyzed—were in these alcoves. One man
had been an invalid there for thirty-eight years. When Jesus saw
him stretched out by the pool and knew how long he had been there,
he said, “Do you want to get well?”
The sick man said, “Sir, when the water is stirred, I don’t
have anybody to put me in the pool. By the time I get there, somebody
else is already in.”
Jesus said, “Get up, take your bedroll, start walking.” The
man was healed on the spot. He picked up his bedroll and walked
off.
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Like the man in this story, Step Six asks an obvious but
penetrating question: “Do we really want to get well?” Some
of us have had a lifelong, uneasy truce with our thinking
disabilities. We have grown so accustomed to coping with our
character flaws that they are like stones locked in the roots of
trees. We could die clinging to them.
Perhaps another parable, this one from a Tamil
tradition, will drive the point home.
A man is walking along a road. He sees a place where many
elephants are stationed. They are tied with small chains around their
legs, attached to wooden posts. The man wonders and asks the
Mahout, "Aren’t these elephants strong enough to break these measly
bonds and walk away?" The Mahout answers, "Yes. But you see, we
tied them up with chains when they were young. At first they tried
their best to break free, but they couldn’t, so they stopped putting in
the effort. As they grew bigger they never tried again to break their
chains because they had failed earlier. The habit is so deeply
engrained in their brains that even small chains can now subdue
them."
These chains are the ways familial and cultural
indoctrinations shape our minds. We live out the scripts
passed on to us without questioning them. We play our roles
in a shallow drama called “The Unexamined Life.” Quite
literally, our perceptions shackle us to mediocrity.
Like Step Two, Step Six asks not for action, but for a
shift in our consciousness. It asks us to be open, receptive, and
ready to grow along new pathways. Are we willing to lay
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down our burdens, convinced that the weight of them is no
longer conducive to a healthy life?
In a well-known recovery book called Drop the Rock, the
authors make these observations.
There are four basic reasons we won’t be entirely ready to work the
sixth and seventh steps. The first is a conscious decision that we will
never give up a specific character defect. Next, we blame our defects
on others: people, situations, or institutions. Third, we rationalize.
Our capacity to rationalize is unlimited. Before recovery we spent
years on this one – throwing up barriers against unpleasant realities.
Finally, it’s denial; we are totally unaware of our own contribution
to our problems.
Hopefully by now – through working this pattern and
humbly accepting the guidance of another – we have become
aware of the four barriers just mentioned. If not, it may be
helpful to review our progress so far, and perhaps repeat some
earlier steps.
Here’s an image that might resonate if you work out at
a local gym. Many of these health clubs have a large piece of
misshapen yellow rubber sitting on a counter in full view. If
you lift it up and ask a trainer what it represents, he/she might
say, “It’s an object lesson. It weighs only five pounds. It’s
meant to show you what it would be like to shed just that
small amount of unwanted body fat.”
Step Six asks us to be ready for some serious emotional
weight reduction. And though many of TV’s weight loss
commercials have a qualifier in the lower corner that says
“results not typical,” Step Six comes with no caveat. Countless
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people, ready to let go of their flaws, have found new
weightlessness, the buoyancy of undeniable change.
This happens as we follow through with Step Seven,
but first listen to these testimonies.
*

*

*

Steve’s Story
When I first read through the steps, Step Six triggered
my PTSD. I wasn’t willing to let anyone, not even God, even
look at my character defects, let alone take them away. Those
defects were my survival techniques. Coercion, pressuring
people, lying and manipulation. I felt that without them I
wouldn't be able to feed myself.
From an early age I was thrown into a whirlwind of
dysfunction and instability. My parents were alcoholics and I
was stuck on a wild ride of crisis and drama with an added
bonus of abandonment. My mother was in and out of mental
wards most of my childhood and my dad was a former
prisoner of war (WWII) with a bad case of PTSD.
Dad wasn’t really present or available on any
level. More than once I found him in the garage with the
lights off, curled up in a corner crying. He spent his life in
work-a-hol, alcohol and sitting with a distressed look, staring
into imaginary scenes that not even my shouts could
interrupt. He never got help and died in his disease.
I remember distinctly at age five a terrible fear
overcoming me with the reality that I was alone and if I was
to survive it was entirely up to me. At age six I was
introduced to my higher power by a Sunday school teacher
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and I did experience a tremendous peace. I still refer to that
as my "born again" experience. I would pray and plead with
this higher power and I could find some small semblance of
peace of mind. But most of the time I would rely on whatever
I could devise to make my way through life: school, street
fights, grades and earning money to survive.
At age nine I lied to get a job as a paper boy (you
needed to be eleven). Two years later I still remember the
shocked and disappointed look on my boss’ face when a fellow
worker wanted to celebrate my eleventh birthday. I was hard
working, perfectionistic, responsible, smart and lovable,
which is what kept me from getting fired many times. But the
disappointed faces of people being lied to became a very
familiar look for me.
As I got older I began to see these devices (defects of
character) I had developed as tremendous assets for gaining
money and powerful positions. I became an expert in several
fields by jumping in and swimming for my life. I loved the
"Ready, fire, aim" attitude and saw it as an admirable way of
operating, all along denying the human wreckage in my
wake.
My first day in the Carpenters Union I was a
"Journeyman." I skipped four years as an "Apprentice" for
half pay by allowing a friend to doctor the books for me. I
spent my first three days on the job hyper vigilant, watching
the journeyman's every-move and copying them quickly until
I fit right in. No one ever found out and I reaped the high pay
and benefits of a journeyman. It all seemed fair because my
bosses loved my work. The only problem was in my soul. I
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knew it was lying, but hey, that's what blame is for. I didn't
lie, my friend did, and that's how I could just keep justifying
my pathology.
I was running through life waving the "born again
Christian" flag, drinking alcohol (a six pack a day or more)
working hard and preaching at the mid-week service of my
church. Who couldn't love me? But when alone with the
lights off, I knew who I was.
Coming up on thirty years of sobriety in November, I
am still struggling with my Higher Power taking away my
defects. It’s a tug-of-war. Most days I give it all over with the
confidence in myself to deliver more than I promise, and the
courage to admit what I am not capable of. I am enjoying the
pleasant looks on peoples' faces when they realize they are in
good hands and they can trust me.
It has taken me years to let my Higher Power get big
enough and safe enough to be trusted to provide for me. I
have done Step Six many times and each time I go a little
deeper and get a little more honest with myself. My last time
through, I realized very deeply how my character defects hurt
other people and made them feel small and used. The Twelve
Steps have slowly changed my heart. I am letting go of fear
and trusting my Higher Power for the outcome of situations
I would normally try to control. For the sake of others feeling
loved I have approached Step Six with greater courage. One
day at a time, I am trying to trade in fear for love.
Krin’s Story
There are good deaths and bad deaths. I don’t just
mean the timing. I mean the state of the individual’s mind and
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spirit at the time of passing. I mean the emotional and spiritual
inheritance they leave behind with friends and family
members.
Consider this a dispatch – to me, to you - from the
front. It is something I witnessed as a pastor and Hospice
Chaplain. Too many people I buried left a troubled legacy, memories
that required much forgiveness and healing afterwards. At their
memorial services, we celebrated the incomprehensible love
and grace of God, but we were acutely aware that this grace
did not transform the person during his/her brief, physical
life.
Why? Because they stubbornly clung to their character
defects. They fueled them with rationalizations, grudges,
resentments. They bought into the lie that tells us “this is just
the way I roll and I’m never going to change.” The devils they
knew seemed safer than the devils that might be beyond the
edge of change. They feared true freedom, so they exchanged
that birthright for a life in chains.
The irony of all my experiences with death is that I did
not let them fully instruct me. I would wax eloquent about the
need to live more abundantly in my Sunday messages, then –
like the individuals I buried – let my fears overshadow the rest
of my week. There’s the old adage: physician, heal thyself. A
variant applied to my life would have been: minister, minister to
thyself!
I remember a vivid, sunny afternoon at a cemetery in
Fort Worth, Texas. I had just conducted a graveside service
of an individual who died leaving much sadness and
unfinished business in his wake. He had been a chronically
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angry man, one whose controlling expectations of his family
were often smothering. He never gave unconditional love to
others because he had never experienced it in his own soul.
The gathering around the casket was small. Strains of
Eleanor Rigby haunted my brain. I shared some words of
comfort and hope, trying not to sound obligatory. After the
final prayer, people dispersed before the lowering of the
casket. I remained, standing in the shade of a nearby tree.
After the box’s descent into the ground, one worker
brought a small tractor for the back fill. Two others worked
with shovels to smooth the space and replace the strip of sod.
They talked amongst themselves as if they were working on
a strip of country road. Can’t blame them. But after all the
vagaries, passions, hopes and dreams of a human life, moments
like this still seem ignominious. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.
The men dispersed, leaving only the gleaming
headstone behind. I lingered. It was one of those exquisite
spring days that stir deep awareness: light breeze whispering
in the trees, birds singing with complete abandon, shadows
rippling across the manicured lawn.
I took a deep breath and said a quiet prayer. God, please
help me be free. Please help me live each day in the center of your love
for me and my love for others.
Just at that moment a magnificent Monarch Butterfly
fluttered down and settled on the headstone, flapping its
wings slowly in the sunlight, a clear symbol of rebirth, of
hope, of the beauty and fragility of life. Then it took wing to
other adventures. I smiled and walked slowly back my car.
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Step Seven: Humbly released these shortcomings
and let them go.

C

onsider the word humility. It comes from the Latin
hummus, meaning earth. Being humble is to remember
that we are indeed of the earth and to the earth we return. It
warns us against inflating our egos beyond our natural
station. In human relationships, it reminds us that we share a
common condition that should give us compassion for all
people.
Humility is a valued spiritual trait found in all the great
faith traditions, as well as the writings of many teachers and
authors. Consider these quotes.
 “What most of us need, almost more than anything, is
the courage and humility to ask for help, from the
depths of our hearts, to ask for the compassion of the
enlightened beings, to ask for purification and healing,
to ask for the power to understand the meaning of our
suffering and transform it.” - Sogyal Rinpoche, Tibetan
Buddhist teacher
 “To share your weakness is to make yourself
vulnerable; to make yourself vulnerable is to show your
strength.” – Criss Jami
 “I have three precious things which I hold fast and
prize. The first is gentleness; the second is frugality;
the third is humility, which keeps me from putting
myself before others. Be gentle and you can be bold; be
frugal and you can be liberal; avoid putting yourself
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before others and you can become a leader among
men.” – Lao Tzu
 “If pain doesn't lead to humility, you have wasted your
suffering.” – Katerina Stoykova Klemer
 “Therefore, as God's chosen people, holy and dearly
loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness,
humility, gentleness and patience.” – Colossians 3:12
Humility is the core of this pattern called The Twelve
Steps. It means to have a teachable mind, heart, and spirit. But
it is not until Step Seven that we find the actual word humbly.
This makes absolute sense following the two previous steps.
We too often denied the exact nature of our character
flaws, shielded by our justifications, our anger, and our
projections onto others. We had to look at ourselves in the
stark, clear light of day. Then we took a supremely
courageous step. We bared ourselves as fully and thoroughly
as we could – perhaps for the first time – to another human
being.
In short, it was humbling. And while we are still in this
raw state of vulnerability and self-awareness, we become
ready to release these flaws, to cut away these self-defeating
chains.
Let’s repeat a theme. Some of us have clung to our
illusions, obsessions and habits for far too long. Our hands
hold them so tightly that our fingernails and knuckles are
white with the pressure. These steps have asked us to let go.
This process has been prying back our clinging digits one by
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one. Now these defects are loose in our grip. It is time to
release them.
Once again, it’s important to reiterate that these steps
are an ongoing pattern, not a once-and-for-all activity. We
can only let go of the limiting thoughts and behaviors of
which we are aware. As we grow and make progress in our
maturation, we will learn even more. This is the joy and
excitement of the journey!
Further, old character traits are often retriggered
during times of stress, change, and loss. Our mind, in
conversation with each unfolding day, may resurrect stale
issues to rehash them, demonstrating our elephantine
memories.
For both these reasons, Step Seven, like all the others,
is a tool to reuse as need arises. We try to remember a saying
of Jesus: “Those who lift themselves up will be humbled; and
those who humble themselves will be lifted up.” Bono, lead
singer and poet of U2, says it another way: “If you want to
kiss the sky, better learn how to kneel.”
When it comes to releasing, The Twelve Steps do not
prescribe a particular religion or rite. But they do see value in
prayer as a form of ritual.
Rituals help us physically and emotionally mark
meaningful moments in time. You may not be Roman
Catholic, but there can still be power in lighting a votive
candle at a cathedral, imagining your petition rising with the
smoke and heat. You may not be a Hindu longing to bathe in
the Ganges River, but there are times when a cleansing bath
in the ocean or a mountain pool means so much to you. You
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may not be a Muslim on your Haj to Mecca, but there are
times when journeying to a special place reminds you of the
important foundations of your life.
For Step Seven, the programs of AA and NA offer some
suggested prayers to mark the occasion. These are not
requirements. The exact words of any prayer in our lives is up
to us. Here is one suggestion.
My Creator, I pray that you now remove from me every single defect
of character which stands in the way of my usefulness to you and
others. Grant me strength as I go from here to do your will. Amen.

Interactive assignment: Go somewhere quiet to sit, away
from the interruptions of your normal life. If you can’t
find this space at home, travel to a park, lake, or wooded
area. Spend some moments reflecting on your step work
so far, in particular your fourth step inventory and fifth
step confession. Focus on the traits your confidant
helped you uncover. Once you see them clearly, calm
your heart and breathing, then repeat one of the prayers
above. Enjoy the all-encompassing and freeing silence.
This is what AA calls our “daily reprieve contingent
upon the maintenance of our spiritual condition.”
*

*

*

Krin’s Story
In my journey through numerous spiritual traditions, I
have come to a deep conviction that the death of what is often
called our “false self” is essential for lasting peace and joy. We
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can also call this a dying to ego. Webster’s defines ego as “the
self as contrasted with another self or the world.”
Listen. I fully realize that many people, especially those
who tragically suffered abuse or neglect, found that their
boundaries were destroyed. In a very real way, they needed to
bolster their egos in the sense of healthy pride we mentioned
earlier. They needed to construct a viable identity.
That is not what I’m talking about here. I mean our
incessant desire to have our own way, our control issues, our
insistence on ourselves that separates us from unity with
others, the created world, and our higher power.
Buddhists say this ego craving, or desire, is at the
center of life’s suffering. As an illusion of power, it actually
disconnects us from the awareness that could set us free.
Jesus once said, If you try to hang on to your life, you will
lose it. But if you give up your life for my sake, you will save it. I
interpret this differently than most Christians. When Jesus
says “for my sake,” he is not talking about the religious
worship of him as Messiah or Son of God. No, I believe he’s
saying that if we take the same path he did – one in which we
empty ourselves in following God’s will and serving others we find our truest meaning. We come to know a peace that is
beyond just the circumstances of our lives – the abiding peace
that is highlighted in so many old Gospel songs.
The problem for me is that ego is an insistent,
yammering child, always wanting attention and affirmation.
It’s the monkey mind swinging and chattering. It’s the horse
galloping without reins. It has a devious life of its own until
we learn to direct and subdue it. In more graphic terms,
99

Christians throughout the ages have talked about the
“crucifixion of the Self” that is necessary to experience
resurrection, meaning new life.
Perhaps more than any other reason, this is why I am
grateful for the pattern found in The Twelve Steps. They
consistently call me to dismantle the Babel tower of my ego
so that something new spring up from ground zero.
It started when I admitted that my best efforts to curb
my fears and obsessions had failed. It continued as I came to
believe a power greater than me was necessary to heal, and
that surrender to this power, rather than my willful ego, was
the path to serenity. It continued as I looked at myself with
no illusions, taking an inventory of what needed to change.
Perhaps hardest of all, I proceeded to share this account with
another human person, baring my soul like never before.
Now I am asked to release these shortcomings, asking
“Do I really want to get well?”
I am happy to say that my answer on a more regular
basis is “YES!”
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MAKING PEACE WITH OTHERS
The overall purpose of human communication is - or should be reconciliation. It should ultimately serve to lower or remove the
walls of misunderstanding which unduly separate us human beings,
one from another. ― M. Scott Peck
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Step Eight: Made a list of persons we had harmed,
and became willing to make amends to them all.

F

rom our personal lives to the highest echelon of politics,
broken relationships cripple our world, We accept this as
normal and regrettable. We may succumb to resignation or
cynicism. The Twelve Steps, however, say that disunity with
others should never be our default mode of living. It is a
disquieting factor for our souls. If unaddressed, it can lead
back to the same fears and resentments we have been trying
to quell.
Reconciliation: this is what the next two steps are
about. To reconcile means to bring into harmony. Those of us
who have sown discord and lived with its harsh cacophony in
our souls desperately know how we need to make peace with
others.
Long before he was mythologized and deified, long
before his teachings were codified into a religion that excluded
others, Jesus taught powerful truths. To those who came to
worship in the temples of his people, bringing only surface
obedience, he said something that cut to the marrow.
If you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that
your brother or sister has something against you, leave your gift there
in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to them; then come
and offer your gift. (Matthew 5:23-24)
that

Translation: Forget the outer trappings of a religion
doesn’t fundamentally change our hearts and
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relationships. If we are experiencing conflict with anyone in
our life, get right with them first.
Step Eight and Step Nine are about seeking forgiveness
and right relationship with those we have wronged over the
years. Depending on the dysfunction of our character traits,
the list of those we have harmed can be short or voluminous.
It’s a daunting task to make this list. Fresh from humbling
ourselves through a form of deep confession, we now take this
humility even further.
In this effort, we discover new meaning to an old word:
forgiveness. There are aspects to it that – if internalized more
fully – will position us to approach this step maturely.
First, self-forgiveness. Unless we’ve developed
compassion and understanding for what drove us to harm
others – unless we are resting in grace - we will simply grow
defensive again in their presence. There’s a reason why The
Lord’s Prayer links these statements together: Forgive us our
trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us. The purpose
here is to clear away the wreckage of the past when possible.
Part of this is to remove our own self-incrimination.
Second, forgiveness for the wrongs of others. There
are two quotes from theologian Lewis Smedes that are
timeless for all of us.
 “To forgive is to set a prisoner free and discover that
the prisoner was you.”
 “Forgiving does not erase the bitter past. A healed
memory is not a deleted memory. Instead, forgiving
what we cannot forget creates a new way to remember.
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We change the memory of our past into a hope for our
future.”
By now we realize our tendency to minimize the issues
of our lives. We have blamed external factors as the source of
our woes. All the while, we held the key inside us to find the
peace we needed.
This awareness is critical as we make our list, a
different kind of inventory. Looking back on the conflicted,
strained, or broken relationships in our history, it may be easy
to see how our actions were the cause. However, the opposite
is usually true: we more clearly see how the other person was
at fault. They hurt us, ignored us, or took advantage of us.
Acting out of their own unconscious fears and obsessions,
they placed us sharply in their crosshairs. It would be easy to
focus solely on their transgressions.
But we have committed ourselves to a new way of
living. We will no longer take other people’s inventories, only
our own. We will no longer dwell on the issues that others
need to resolve; we will seek only to purify our own minds,
hearts, and souls.
This is when the oft-quoted adage from Gandhi is so
applicable: Be the change you want to see. Someone else put it
perfectly in a modified version of The Serenity Prayer: God
grant me the serenity to accept the people I cannot change, the courage
to change the one I can, and the wisdom to know it's me.
It takes two to tango. In every conflict, there are
multiple sides to the story. Even men and women who have
suffered the brunt of someone else’s emotional or chemical
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addictions have to eventually look at their own culpability.
What attracted them to someone with those traits? Why did
they co-dependently remain in the relationship long after they
had seen its destructive consequences?
We could play a math game and assign a percentage of
blame to any conflicted relationship, past or present. Chances
are great we will still minimize our own liability. But stay
with the analogy. Let’s say we come up with this quotient –
the other person was 80% responsible, and the remaining 20%
is ours.
Step Eight and Step Nine tell us to take 100%
responsibility for our 20%. This is essential to what recovery
programs call “cleaning our side of the street.”
How far back should we go with this list? As far back
as we can remember, even if time, death, or distance seem to
preclude meaningful action. Simply make the list as thorough
as possible. A wise mentor or sponsor will help us find creative
and healing ways to make amends even in situations that seem
out of reach.
Consider the following example.
Claire grew up with a harsh, judgmental father, a man
who rarely showed positive emotions. Starved for love and
affirmation, she rebelled against him during her teens. At age
18, she moved as far away from home as possible. In her mind,
an entire continent was barely enough to buffer herself from
his cold indifference.
Over the years, justified by her own emotions and a
circle of like-minded friends, she kept that boundary,
contacting her mother regularly, but only sending an
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occasional card to her father. She never even thought about
repairing her emotions or the relationship.
Claire’s first marriage ended because of constant
conflict, and at the encouragement of a friend, she began
attending an Emotions Anonymous group. She found a
sponsor who began to lead her through The Twelve Steps.
Over time she learned a deeper compassion for people
from all walks of life. She saw simple wisdom in the adage
“Live and let live.” Her sponsor affirmed her reasons for
keeping a distance from her father, but asked her to examine
the forces that had shaped him. She saw how her grandfather
had also been a harsh man of few words. She saw more clearly
some of the financial hardships her father’s family had suffered
throughout his childhood.
On an even deeper level, she began to see how her
unwillingness to understand her Dad had contributed to their
broken relationship. Instead of justifying herself, she saw how
she had taken into adulthood some of his same callous
personality traits. Rather than continue to take his inventory,
she worked closely and thoroughly on her own.
The day came when Claire decided to go to her father
and make amends. We will continue this story in the next
chapter.

Interactive assignment. Get out your Step Four
inventory. This is a perfect place to start as you compile
your Step Eight list. Include any family members,
friends, co-workers or acquaintances you have wronged
in any way whatsoever. Remember the 80%/20%
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analogy mentioned earlier so that you don’t minimize
your part. Start from the past and move into the present.
*

*

*

Kimberly’s Story
When I first began recovery, my eyes skipped over the
first seven steps and focused on Steps Eight and Nine. I
thought, “Oh no, there is NO WAY I can do this program!” I
spent most of my life in profound guilt and shame for
everything about myself. It did not matter that I was only 16
years old when I entered into recovery. I was a monster.
Luckily, I had a wise sponsor with many years in recovery,
who told me to stay off Step Eight until I got there.
In the previous seven steps I learned about myself, how
I worked, and how I hurt others. When it came to Step Eight,
I was told to copy every name from my fourth step onto a
separate sheet of paper, and to make columns. The first
column was the name of the person, the second was the nature
of the harm, and the third was about willingness. I was to pray
to my Higher Power, God as I understand God, my “Source
of Life.” My sponsor had given me a specific prayer, but I kept
misplacing it, so I instead ended up praying,
“Hey...help...there…that.”
I had a bit of an ego, so I added pretty much everyone
in the world to my list. But this process is not about how “bad
ass” we are. It’s about our part in the harms. The process of
an honest eighth step meant accepting the impossibility that I
hurt every person on the planet. I noticed that it was easier to
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accept blame for everything than take responsibility for my
part.
I had to understand how I’d caused harm. For example,
I was angry that my parents did not trust me. But I stole
money from my parents and lied to them even in sobriety. Of
course they did not trust me. So they went on my list.
Much of the harm I’d done involved my lack of
presence. I came to understand this was not my fault – it was
a protective response to danger I felt when I learned to lose
myself at an early age. In recovery I was no longer in danger,
and this response continued. In order to learn how to be
present in a healthy manner, I had to admit that this lack of
presence made relationships difficult. This took years to
understand, but it began with my first eighth step list.
In my most recent journey with Step Eight, my
sponsor suggested that I place myself on the list. This has
been transformative. In all my years of recovery work, I could
not see myself as a person. Putting my name on my list
reminded me that I, too, am a human being, no better and
certainly no worse than anyone else.
I have done many eighth step lists over the last 30
years. I have worked the steps for eating issues, sex issues,
over-working, over-spending, and just plain living. I have
grown to understand this process as a great act of self-love
and self-care. Step Eight gets me focusing on the nature of my
relationships, which can be scary at times. But its value is
priceless.
And what about the “became willing to make amends
to them all” part? I remember hearing a long-timer in Twelve
108

Step recovery say “You will know when you are willing to
make amends, when you find yourself knocking on the
person’s door.” That makes sense.
Trudi’s Story
While on a pleasant, fall stroll through my
neighborhood, I came across a recently repaired segment of
sidewalk with the tread of running shoes permanently
impressed on its surface. I was suddenly broadsided by a
childhood memory where irate construction workers were
cursing at me to get off of their freshly laid concrete. I had
been so absorbed in a daydream that I neglected to notice
several workmen in coveralls, hear the rotating barrel of the
cement truck, smell the acrid odor of wet aggregate, or even
feel the suction and added weight of my shoes grown heavy
with accumulated sludge. Chronic daydreaming was the first
of many addictions that would offer me some form of refuge
from a life that I felt ill-equipped to deal with. Because of this
compulsion, I missed out on a succession of important lessons,
opportunities, and precious moments and mindlessly
increased other people’s burdens while thoroughly convinced
that I was only hurting myself.
Coming into recovery I have found it necessary to
apply the twelve steps to a variety of addictions and
obsessions. Step Eight is a stark revelation, reaffirming the
words of John Donne, that I am not, nor have I ever been “an
island unto myself.” Not only have I frequently driven my car
completely oblivious to my surroundings, I have sat through
business meetings, parent-teacher conferences, and many a
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sermon with my eyes appearing attentive and my head
occasionally nodding in confirmation while maintaining a
perpetual state of cluelessness. More than once I have
imagined myself performing some heroic deed while
mindlessly letting doors slam on people behind me. I have
daydreamed that I was Sacagawea forging the trail for Lewis
and Clark yet, in reality, I was leaving a trail of bushwhacked
people in my wake.
When I make a list of persons I have harmed by my
habitual evasion of the here-and-now, and become willing to
make amends to them all, I see, in black and white, that my
addiction has affected and even harmed others. I reconfirm,
with new vigor, the resolution of Step Seven to let God
remove my shortcomings, to no longer tread unconsciously
through my day but to observe the impression of His footprint
marking my path. I see clearly that life is a group project and
that I have too often been that despised slacker who coasts on
the momentum and hard work of others. No longer can I
deceive myself with the misconception that I can embark on a
mental sabbatical and the world be no worse for my absence.
But there is both pain and beauty in Step Eight. Along with
the realization that my mental absences have harmed those
around me, is the paradoxically humbling and powerful
understanding that my presence of mind matters. Returning
to Donne’s famous sermon, I look at my list and know,
unmistakably, that “I am involved in mankind!”
*

*
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Before moving on to Step Nine, it may be helpful to
follow the suggestion of Soygal Rinpoche, well-known
Tibetan Buddhist.
“Imagine vividly a situation where you have acted
badly, one about which you feel guilty, and about which you
wince even to think of it. Then, as you breathe in, accept total
responsibility for your actions in that particular situation,
without in any way trying to justify your behavior.
Acknowledge exactly what you have done wrong, and
wholeheartedly ask for forgiveness. Now, as you breathe out,
send out reconciliation, forgiveness, healing, and
understanding. So you breathe in blame, and breathe out the
undoing of harm; you breathe in responsibility, breathe out
healing, forgiveness, and reconciliation. This exercise is
particularly powerful and may give you the courage to go to
see the person whom you have wronged, and the strength and
willingness to talk to him or her directly and actually ask for
forgiveness from the depths of your heart.”
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Step Nine: Made direct amends to those we have
harmed wherever possible, except when to do so
would injure them or others.

H

ave you heard the term “hat in hand?” It hearkens back
to an earlier age, when people would doff their headwear
and bow in front of superiors. It was standard protocol when
making a request or currying favor. It showed a posture of
complete humility.
This is the stance we need as we risk asking the
forgiveness of others. If there is any hint of defensiveness or
blame coming from us, the effort will fail. If the person uses
our request as an opportunity to vent their anger, and we
return that fire with gasoline, we lose everything. We must
have our hat firmly in hand, our head bowed.
Step Nine draws directly on the emotional and spiritual
resources we’ve been developing so far. It requires levels of
courage and humility many of us have never experienced. If
we have not sunk our taproot into new spiritual soil, our
efforts will die on the vine.
It’s important to remember that amends are not simply
apologies. How many times have you said “I’m sorry,” then
did the same thing again? Perhaps you have lived with
someone who demonstrated this seeming hypocrisy? After a
while the very words “I’m sorry” began to sound false, hollow,
even pathetic.
Amends go much further. We can think of them in
three ways.
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Direct Amends mean following our apologies with a
willingness to fix, repay, or repair any physical damage we’ve
caused. Examples would be repaying debts or replacing
damaged items.
Indirect Amends are ways to repair damage that
cannot be physically undone. If there is no possible way to
reconcile with someone because they have died, we can’t find
them, or the action is inadvisable, we serve someone similar
to them. Perhaps we gave up on an extended family member
who suffered from addiction. We can now volunteer our time
to raise money for a local rehab center. Perhaps we cut
ourselves off from our parents in their later years due to hurt
or boundary issues. Now we can visit senior centers and spend
time with lonely men or women. There are countless creative
ways to make indirect amends.
Living Amends is the most positive way to show that
we are no longer our former selves. Through them we answer
the basic demand from others: show me, don’t tell me! These
genuine transformations, worked out daily, build new trust
and demonstrate that our apologies are not in vain. Truly,
actions speak louder than words. We become the living
change we desire.
Step Nine warns us that there are situations when
trying to make amends can do more harm than good. The
decision to proceed or refrain is best worked out with the
wisdom of a counselor of confidant.
A simple rule of thumb is to ask ourselves some
questions. Given the harmonious new life I am trying to
construct, will I be divulging secrets that could be harmful to
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others? If I had an affair, will the revelation destroy the
marriage I now want to resurrect? Is my selfish need to be
absolved blunting my sensitivity, making it difficult to see the
depth of injury I could cause someone else?
There may be someone we’ve wronged who would
continue to hurt us and tear us down, no matter how sincere
our amends. Seeking their approval would be like a moth
returning to a flame, self-destructive at this point in our
journey.
There will also be times when we can make amends in
a general way, but need to avoid specifics. For instance, one
woman needed to repair relationships with all the children in
her blended family. This included her stepson, who had been
part of her life for over a decade.
The need to ask forgiveness for her drunken behavior
was obvious, but what about some of the deeper emotions and
self-awareness she had uncovered in earlier steps? What
about the reality (for which she felt remorse) that she had
played favorites – never giving her heart as fully to him as she
had to her natural children?
Her sponsor gave her wise advice. Make amends for the
obvious behaviors, but withhold those comments that could
lead to feelings of further rejection. Then, with a new capacity
to love, begin cherishing him with the full inclusion of her
heart.
What if someone refuses to accept an amend? In the
final analysis it’s not the outcome that’s important, it’s the
attempt. If the way is clear, make the effort despite your
misgivings. Amends, if offered sincerely, often go better than
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we fear. For times when they go worse, it’s important to
remember that the purpose isn’t to get people to like us or love
us; it’s to enable ourselves to practice integrity in every sphere
of our lives. We are opening the door for possible miracles of
grace. We are trusting our Higher Power.
Now, the completion of our story from the last chapter.
Claire called her parents and said she would like to fly
across the country to spend time with them. They were
pleased and excited by the news. Mostly, they were stunned.
They had given up hope of meaningful contact.
During the long flight, Claire did something her
sponsor recommended. She reviewed the few positive
memories she had of her father, letting the scant warmth of
those moments be the foundation for their visit. She vowed
again to remain rooted in her own complicity. She would stay
focused on her character flaws, not her father’s.
On the first afternoon of her visit, she asked her father
if he would take a walk with her in the local park. It’s a place
full of trees and a small lake, one of the few locales where their
family spent quality time. She vividly remembered her Dad
pushing her on a swing in one of its playgrounds.
Underneath the shade of a massive oak, she turned to
him.
“Dad, we both know our relationship has been troubled
for many years.”
He immediately stiffened and was about to shoot back
a response. She gently held up her hand.
“Dad, would you please listen to me just for a
moment?”
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He held his tongue and looked at her with wary eyes.
“I want you to know,” she said, “that I love you. I love
you for the way you provided for our family. I love you for the
way you have remained faithful to Mom.
“”I think I have come to understand more about how
you were raised and how that shaped you as a person and a
parent. Most of all, I see how my own reactions to you,
especially during my teens, came from my selfish needs and
expectations. I want to apologize to you, Dad. I hope you will
forgive me for being self-centered. I love you.”
Her Dad broke eye contact with her, hanging his head
and looking at the ground. After what seemed an eternity, he
lifted his gaze once again. This time, rather than wary
defensiveness, there was an open, almost quizzical look in his
eyes.
“I love you, too, Claire,” he said.

Interactive assignment: It’s crunch time! Time to muster
our courage, put our hat in hand, and go to the people
on our lists. Do so in person whenever possible. Next
would be a phone call. Last resort would be an email or
letter. If we wronged someone who has died, the letter
option can be very powerful. Remember, this first level
of amends is to apologize for any part we had in a
situation. Living amends will follow as we continue to
work our new pattern.
*

*
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Trudi’ Story
Making amends requires the noblest aspects of my
character to line up, front and center, and march bravely into
the fray of my past wreckage. When the dust settles, I can see
the impression of my Higher Power’s guiding hand, not only
on my life, but on the lives of others. Bill Wilson, co-founder
of AA, claimed that the ultimate purpose of the The Twelve
Steps was to work toward aligning our will with God’s will.
This becomes evident through the skirmishes with self-will
that occur while practicing Step Nine; one of these left me
with a hair-raising “war story.”
I remember being gung-ho about teaching my son to
ski and signing the two of us up for a ski weekend in Austria
(we were stationed in Germany at the time). My kid-onChristmas-Eve excitement was met by my son’s meager
enthusiasm and less than subtle hints about visiting Euro
Disney instead. Prior to my recovery through these steps, he
had won tickets to an amusement park and I ended up turning
what should have been a wonderful day into a sad and
frightening disappointment. Realizing that God was
presenting me with an opportunity to make amends, I
reluctantly canceled the ski trip and off we went to The Magic
Kingdom a la Francaise. We returned home from our fun-filled
weekend to find that funeral preparations were underway for
those who had gone on the Austria trip. Apparently, the train
taking them up to the ski lifts caught fire inside of a tunnel. A
vision of my hard-charging self-will, driving us out of bed at
the crack of dawn, and on to that first, fateful train up the
mountain, haunted me for weeks afterward. This happened a
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few years into recovery when I needed a stark reminder that
my will must always play second billing to the main feature in
my life, The Twelve Steps of recovery.
My self-will tends to rampage like an out-of-control
passenger train, running amok with unsuspecting cargo.
While making tangible amends, I can actually see my derailed
life being set on a new course. Yet Step Nine is also where the
subtle, day-to-day changes take place that keep me upright
and heading in a new direction. It is here where I begin to
mend my relationship with the world around me. After debts
are faced and repairs attempted, after grievous admissions and
heartfelt apologies are made, I am left with “living amends.” I
can never make up for the neglect my family suffered. Yet, by
giving them my undivided attention, following through on
commitments, being a trustworthy person who is pleasant to
be around, I become a good parent, child, and spouse as well
as a better student, employee and friend. Fifteen years into
recovery, I am still working Step Nine by amending the way
I relate to others. And while I still occasionally put on the
engineer’s cap and run my life at full throttle, these steps act
as signal lights, warning me of the dangers ahead and nudging
me back on the right track.
Zach’s Story
I recently had lunch in my hometown and ran into an
old bandmate. We’re still friends, but there were some hard
feelings surrounding how the band broke up.
I’m a driven soul with a strong personality. These
aren't necessarily bad traits, but they did cause friction with
the other guys in the band. They wanted the whole "band
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experience" to be fun. What they didn't fully understand is
that creating music is hard work. It's not always fun.
I was surrounded by bandmates who preferred to hang
out and chill rather than work to create music. This was very
frustrating for me. I don't believe in beating around the bush,
so I spoke with them tactfully yet plainly. That’s the excuse I
used to justify my impatience. I told them how much their lack
of drive and work ethic bothered me. I've heard that the truth
will set you free, but it will tick you off first. My band mates
were often ticked off at me.
I was sitting at a booth when I saw my former
bandmate and friend. I walked over to his table and asked if I
could join him. He said, “Sure, sit down." We talked for a while
and caught each other up on the new chapters of our lives. The
vibe between us was great.
Before we left, I made amends with him for being so
driven and for having such a strong personality. I apologized
for the multiple times I gave into my self-righteous attitude
and upset him. He told me there was no need to apologize for
who I am.
I told him that making amends is not just for who I am
or what I did, but for what I feel inside. Making amends is not
just for the other person. It relieves our souls of unwanted
negativity. This sounds selfish, but it's how Step Nine works.
I truly was sorry for my actions and the amends were heartfelt
and real. But Step Nine is about cleaning our side of the street.
Not everyone will be as receptive as my band mate was.
Some people might hate our guts. But I know I have to do my
part whether they accept the amends or not. I cannot hold on
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to feelings of guilt and remorse. I have to come clean with any
person I may have even the slightest bit of conflict with. This
is not always an easy thing to do, but it’s an act of humility
that serves my spirit well. It’s also a very important tool for
keeping and maintaining healthy relationships.
After that lunch, my buddy and I hugged each other
and went our separate ways. As I walked away I felt relieved
and just a little bit lighter than before.
Kimberly’s Story
This is that step where I come face-to-face with myself,
with my fears, my growing edges (also known as “defects of
character”) and with my participation (or lack thereof) in
relationships. This amends business is not about blame, selfhatred, or self-flagellation. Relationships usually involve 3
parties – myself, the other individual, and the relationship. This
was about being a part of something greater than myself, like
the “we” in Step One.
It was HARD in the beginning. I did NOT want to
make amends to my tenth grade social studies teacher. I was
part of a group of kids that threw spit wads and lit paper
airplanes on fire; and I told him off in class once. I went to his
room after school, my knees shaking. I told him that I had no
idea how much work went into being a teacher, and that I
wanted to make amends for my behavior. He was kind, happy
to know I was in recovery, and suggested I help him clean up
his room one day a week, which I did.
Other amends were more difficult. It took years for me
to begin to understand the fear I instilled in my parents. I did
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what I could - I was only beginning this new way of living. I
told them the ways I was dishonest, that I understood why
they didn’t trust me, and that I was going to work on being a
more honest and loving daughter. And then I went on a
payment plan for the money I stole.
The people I thought I should absolutely make amends
to were the ones I needed to stay away from. I have a tendency
to seek approval from controlling and abusive people. My
responsibility in these relationships was to understand that
they had their own issues, and I needed to stay away from
them and maintain boundaries.
Eventually I began the amends process with myself.
Eight years ago my sponsor suggested that I write myself a
letter. It’s a fabulous idea that I would recommend to anyone.
I suppose I should follow through with it. But I have made
deliberate changes in the way I speak to and about myself, and
focus more on self-care. I try to treat myself the same way I
would treat anyone else to whom I owe an amends - with
respect, compassion, honesty, and acceptance.
I think Step Nine is more about growing in my
relationships than the actual amends themselves. There is
something about the humility needed to go to another human
being, admitting my weaknesses, and listening with
compassion instead of judgment.
Step Nine leads me to a deeper understanding of my
presence in relationships. When my father fell ill suddenly, I
sat with him every day, without one thought of regret. We
had made amends to each other, and built a relationship of
trust and compassion. When he died I felt the loss deeply.
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This was a gift, that I could be present, loving, and experience
the grief that goes with love.
Over the years of working these steps, I have learned
we are going to say or do things that will hurt each other.
This is the exposure of being human. I receive the
vulnerability of love – for myself, others, and the God or
“Source of Life” of my understanding. Here I accept that I am
part of the human race – with growing edges and all, and that
it is a gift to walk this journey with each other.
Krin’s Story
On the list of those to whom I made amends, my
children were first. It hurt me to see how my actions – directly
or indirectly – had influenced their lives. And just to show you
how an initial apology may take time to gestate through a
season of “living amends,” I share this memory with you in the
present tense because it still lives so vividly in my memory.
It’s mid-morning in the Plaza de Armas, Cuzco, Peru.
Thin sunshine gilds the Cathedral of Santo Domingo, a
monument to Spain’s colonial domination of the Incas.
Pigeons coo, preen, and strut on nearby lawns. The mountain
air is crisp and bracing, a tonic deep in my lungs.
My beautiful daughter stands in front of me, smiling.
We have concluded a week of travel, a torrid tour of Lima,
Marcahuasi, the Sacred Valley, and Machu Picchu. She has
been in country for a year, and because she’s an intrepid
explorer, she guided me not only into the heart of Peru’s
geography, but the heart of its people. Who else would have
led me to share an evening cup of yerba with an Incan
Shaman?
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Now it’s time to say goodbye; my plane is at the airport.
We embrace, and suddenly both of us are crying – warm,
healing tears that flush out reservoirs of hurt so deep only
God understood them.
“Dad,” she says, “I never thought we would get to this
point, not just Father and Daughter, but friends. I love you.”
“I love you, too.” I answer, “More than you know.”
It’s a long hug, one of those moments with power and
longevity far beyond its duration, an experience that
engenders the word eternal. I don’t want to leave, but finally
we let go and I climb into a taxi idling at the curb.
As we pull away, I can see her in the side-view mirror.
She raises her arm to wave goodbye and shouts, “I have the
best Dad in the world!”
The taxi driver glances sideways at me and gives a
thumbs-up sign.
“Muy bueno,” he says.
“Si,” I answer. “Muy bueno. Un sueno hecho realidad.”
A dream? Yes. And a hope and a prayer. You see, both
she and I know full-well I was not a model father. My
addiction and restlessness blunted the other side of me – the
man who tried, and often succeeded, in loving his family. Then
came the seismic upheaval of divorce, painful to everyone
involved.
For years I carried the shame of my failures, wondering
if I would ever find relief. One day, my new wife, with her
customary folk wisdom, said, “Krin, God has forgiven you.
When are you going to forgive yourself?”
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Gradually, I received the peace of my pardon,
transmuted by grace. Sometime after that, my daughter came
to visit. Though she had previously expressed forgiveness to
me for the troubles of our past, the underlying hurt had never
fully come to light. During that stay she vented on me - pent
up anger that had long needed daylight. I had been waiting
and praying for that instant, a chance for new relationship.
I listened without defense, absorbing every syllable.
When silence settled, I said, “As I’ve told you before, I am
truly sorry for my mistakes. But I have learned to forgive
myself, and I hope someday you will be able to do the same.
Until, or IF that happens, just remember this: I will always
love you more than life itself.”
Now do you see how that moment in Cuzco was a
miracle?
Friends, if you are praying for healing in any
relationship, let me tell you something I steadfastly believe. If
we practice the principles outlined in these steps, we can heal
the deepest wounds. God can redeem the time of our lives,
giving us precious new beginnings.
I am living in the center of this truth.
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Step Ten: Continued to take personal inventory and
when we were wrong promptly admitted it.

T

he current Dalai Lama once said, “Whether our action is
wholesome or unwholesome depends on whether it
arises from a disciplined or undisciplined state of mind. A
disciplined mind leads to happiness and an undisciplined mind
leads to suffering.”
Discipline is what leads to the realization of
worthwhile goals. There are no shortcuts! As we’ve
mentioned, those who become truly accomplished spend
countless hours imbedding basic skills foundational to their
pursuits. This is the muscle memory we talked about in the
Prelude. For every word a writer publishes, thousands never
see the light of day. Musicians practice scales and finger work.
Dancers train their bodies to flex far beyond normal
boundaries.
Every great faith tradition encourages discipline. Islam
has its Five Pillars – belief, prayer, giving alms, fasting, and
pilgrimage. The yogas of Hinduism have their own prescribed
methods for stimulating enlightenment. Zen monks sit in
zazen for long periods, seeking the clarity of satori.
The word discipline comes from Latin meaning “to
teach and to learn.” It gives root to the word disciple, a
lifelong learner open to the daily lessons this existence has to
offer.
Almost everyone can name Thomas Edison as the
inventor of the light bulb. An icon of American history, he’s a
man who not only succeeded, but repeatedly stumbled and
125

failed. In response to how long it took him to finally perfect
electric bulbs, he famously said, “I have not failed 10,000 times
- I’ve successfully found 10,000 ways that will not work.” This
is the same man who said, “Genius is one percent inspiration,
ninety-nine percent perspiration.”
The legendary dancer and choreographer, Martha
Graham, remarked, “I believe that we learn by practice.
Whether it means to learn to dance by practicing dancing or
to learn to live by practicing living, the principles are the
same. In each, it is the performance of a dedicated precise set
of acts, physical or intellectual, from which comes
achievement, a sense of one's being, a satisfaction of spirit. One
becomes, in some area, an athlete of God. Practice means to
perform, over and over again in the face of all obstacles, some
act of vision, of faith, of desire. Practice is a means of inviting
the perfection desired.”
So far on this journey of The Pattern, we have admitted
the limits of our power and control. We have seen the insanity
of certain repetitious ways of thinking. We have chosen to
surrender to something greater than ourselves. We have
cleared up the wreckage of our pasts through confessing our
character defects and making amends with those we have
harmed.
If we have been diligent in applying this pattern, we
have found new freedom and power in our lives. We like it!
This is a fresh way of being - more joyful and expansive than
we had ever imagined.
Now, in order not to retreat, we reiterate and
strengthen these daily disciplines. They undergird our new
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awareness. They give us tools to apply in every troubling
situation that confronts us.
Developing these practices is the overarching theme of
the final three steps. You could call them the capstones at the
top of this archway leading to freedom.
A key word in Step Ten is promptly, and though it does
not occur in the steps that follow, it is understood. Immediacy
is paramount as we practice our new pattern for living. Our
spiritual growth takes place in the present. By now, we have
hopefully learned that avoiding changes or conflicts can weigh
us down. There is no such thing as sweeping something under
the carpet and hoping it will go away. To use our baggage
analogy, we are designed to carry no more than today’s load,
and even this load can be lightened immensely.
Throughout the day, guided by a new awareness of our
thinking, we monitor how we affect the people around us. Are
we coming from a center of compassion and humility? Are we
attempting to serve others rather than expecting or
demanding service from them?
Sometimes we falter, even stumble. We are only
human. In those moments we see how self-centeredness has
trumped our new pattern of life. We see how we have allowed
fear or resentment to spike our stress and impatience, causing
us to act intemperately.
Step Ten tells us that as soon as we recognize these old
patterns rearing their ugly heads, we should counter them
promptly, making amends to whomever has been affected.
Sometimes, in the heat of our daily lives, we may not
fully see our complicity. This is why many people in recovery
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have adopted a daily habit. We call other recovering people
we trust, asking their opinions about how we have behaved.
We also take a nightly inventory before going to bed. We
review our day, grateful for ways we have been blessed, but
also recognize how we may have slipped back into old habits.
The Big Book of AA puts it this way.
When we retire at night, we constructively review our day. 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? But we must be careful
not to drift into worry, remorse or morbid reflection, for that would
diminish our usefulness to others. After making our review we ask
God's forgiveness and inquire what corrective measures to take.
Interactive assignment: If you’ve made it to this point,
you have hopefully gained a clearer understanding of
yourself. You realize by now that working The Steps is
not a “once and for all” panacea. You realize we must put
effort into working these principles every day. It gets
easier; much easier! But it takes mindfulness. Be honest
in reflecting over the past few days/weeks of your life.
What character flaws still arise for you that need
addressing more than others? Write them down. Then
speak to someone you love “promptly” and admit this
struggle to them.
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*

*

*

Rosa’s Story
As a Hispanic woman, ashamed of the way I drank, I
hid it well, but always placed it before family, friends and job.
I used my obsession to cover up everything I hated about
myself, especially my rages. It was only by the grace of God
that I recovered from this seemingly hopeless state of mind
and body.
I grew up a middle child in a family with nine siblings.
I always felt that I was lacking something outsiders had. I
never had enough money, my family was shamefully large, I
felt ugly, skinny, and hated being so sheltered and restricted.
I always knew everything. I realize now that my perspective
was skewed from a young age. In my search for financial and
emotional security, for love and public recognition, I was
spiritually disconnected from my Maker.
At age 19 I discovered that alcohol allowed me to
“escape” my life, so I drank as often and as much as possible.
It helped me suppress some of the rage, of which I did not
know the cause. It helped me alleviate my self-loathing. It
helped me make it through each day, preventing me from
killing myself or others who stood in my way.
But one day alcohol stopped working to calm me, and
I got worse whether I was drinking or not! I realized I was
emotionally, physically and spiritually sick. I saw two
brothers die from drinking at a young age, and I decided I
wanted to do something about my situation.
I attended meetings regularly and found hope. I
learned that unless I experienced a “psychic change” of body,
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mind and spirit, until I got to the root of the problem – why I
felt and reacted to life because of the way I perceived things I would neither stop drinking nor recover. A sponsor walked
me through The Twelve Steps. I took suggestions and started
applying these principles to my life, discovering myself in the
process. I started to like myself.
Once I admitted my powerlessness over my
unmanageable way of life, I began to see an enormous
difference in my attitude and outlook. My Higher Power came
into my life. I cleaned out the wreckage of my past and began
to help other people. The rage that I’d had all my life largely
subsided.
My sponsor taught me to work Step Ten by writing
out my assets and liabilities daily. This balances my
perspective, helping me also see the good I actually do. I feel
better about who I am. I refocus my eyes to see the beauty
God sees in all of us. I now live at peace with myself and others
most of the time by cleaning up the messes I make. It’s been a
while since I’ve acted out of rage. With God’s grace, family,
and the love and support of others, I am recovering one day
at a time.
Krin’s Story
During decades as a Christian pastor, I had ample
opportunities to see people at their best. I was thrilled to
witness them serve others, love each other, and model to the
world a new way of living in unity.
I also experienced pettiness, infighting, and
intolerance. People of faith are not immune to the character
130

flaws that plague human beings. Hypocrisy rears its ugly head
in every arena of life.
It was not uncommon for dissatisfied people to take
potshots at the pastor, especially when I was fomenting
change. Some of these broadsides were vicious. I did my best
to respond in peace, but I didn’t always succeed.
It was in the moments I got enmeshed or embroiled
that I tried to practice Step Ten, scanning my own motives
and reactions to see where I was defensive, to see if I had
“returned evil for evil,” even in a miniscule way. I knew I
would quickly augment a conflict through smugness,
judgments, or closed ears and heart. My own selfrighteousness was a constant temptation.
I discovered the truth of Step Ten as a powerful way to
move forward. When I would humbly apologize for any way
I contributed to a misunderstanding – directly or indirectly –
my gesture often defused the situation. There is great power
in these sincere words – forgive me – attended by absolute
silence. Not buts, no ifs, no rebuttals.
Following those moments comes the great opportunity
and challenge: to rebuild trust through positive actions. To
prove, one day at a time, that our intent for reconciliation is
not a temporary whim, but the desire of our hearts.
There is an old saying called “eating crow.” It is in the
same class as “eating humble pie,” “eating one’s words,”
“eating dirt,” or “eating one’s hat” like Mike Fink did in
Disney’s classic Davy Crockett movie. All of them mean to
humble one’s self and admit one’s mistakes.
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I have often joked that I should write a book called “101
Ways to Eat Crow.” Its purpose would not be to make us
doormats for others, always taking the blame and, as Kurt
Cobain said, “proceeding from shame.”
No, the intent would be to show us creative ways that
we can recognize our own lack of clarity in any given
relationship. The intent would be to give us tools for personal
growth and harmony with others.
I have learned a great truth. In the end, the “sins” in a
conflict with another human being are not the reasons and
counter-reasons we pile up on each side of an argument. The
“sin” is the broken relationship itself. We are created to live in
peace with each other whenever possible. And when it is not
possible, we should refrain from adding any fuel to the fire
through our own self-righteousness.
Here is something else I’ve discovered. Swallowing my
pride and copping to my own attitude becomes easier and
easier as I practice. I realize that these mini “deaths of self” are
freeing, so I want to fully engrain this discipline.
Dr. Paul Gitwaza, a Christian leader who ministered to
his native Rwanda after its tragic, historic bloodbath, once
said, “Reconciliation is the most significant level of life's
maturity!”
I agree with this, and I know that practicing Step Ten
on a daily basis helps me in the process of reaching this
maturity.
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TUNING IN, TURNING OUTWARDS
There is not a moment when I do not feel the presence of a Witness
whose eye misses nothing and with whom I strive to keep in tune. Mahatma Gandhi
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Step Eleven: Sought through prayer and meditation
to improve our conscious contact with our Higher
Power, praying only for knowledge of the right
thing to do and the strength to carry it out.

I

n his landmark book, Celebration of Discipline, Richard
Foster penned a powerful metaphor to help us think about
prayer and meditation. As you read it, replace the word
God (if you so desire) with your own understanding of a
Higher Power.
One of the most critical aspects of learning to pray…is to get in
contact with God so that…life and power can flow through us into
others. Often we assume we are in contact when we are not. For
example, dozens of radio and television signals went through your
room while you read these words, but you failed to pick them up
because you were not tuned to the proper frequencies.
Cellphones, Wi-Fi, and The Cloud connect us instantly
to people and places – all through signals none of us see. We
don’t question this connectedness. We take it for granted and
use these tools on a daily basis.
Step Eleven invites us to find a way to bond more
effectively each day with the presence of our Higher Power.
There is no prescribed way to go about this. Some use the
prayers of their faith traditions. Others use what Eastern
masters call “mindfulness,” settling themselves into deeper
awareness of the present. Others use daily readings and
journaling. Some take long walks while tuning in to Creation
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around them. One person describes it this way: paying attention
to all of God that I know with all of myself that I know.
The form is less important than the function. We are
simply trying to find a way for new power and awareness to
enlighten us and equip us for freer living.
Much has been written about prayer. We could spend
years reviewing its manifold forms – from Hindu mantras to
Tibetan prayer wheels, from the Muslim Adhan to Gregorian
chants, from Native American drum circles to the Jewish
Shacharit. Any of these rituals – as well as countless others –
can be effective if we are sincerely seeking awareness.
This is the key word – awareness. The Reality in which
we live, breathe, and have our being is deep and infinite, far
beyond the limits of individual consciousness. Some find this
frightening, a yawning abyss that reminds them of death and
their own seeming insignificance.
But The Twelve Steps beg to differ. They hold out the
hope that this Presence is not only benign, but personal, full
of a wise awareness that speaks to our hearts and minds in
ever more meaningful ways. It unfolds like a spiritual flower.
A man named Nick described his journey into prayer
and meditation like this.
“I had no upbringing in any kind of faith tradition
whatsoever. This not only made it hard to rely on some kind
of Higher Power, but to even think of communicating with ‘it.’
I talked to my sponsor about this. He smiled and said, ‘In your
case, just begin your prayer with ‘To whom or what it may
concern.’ The memory still makes me laugh.
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“That was years ago, and I marvel at the way my life
has changed. What began as an awkward, stumbling effort has
now become a daily transfusion of new life. My morning time
of meditation contains very few words. It is primarily a way
of steeping myself in the present beauty of life.
“Most importantly, it has taught me to listen. I have
found that when I bring my problems, trials, or worries into
this time of silence, the answer to how I must proceed often
becomes clear. From where does this wisdom emanate? Name
it any way you see fit, but these steps have taught me how to
find it. My task is to listen and be obedient.”
Thousands of years before Nick, King David of Israel
experienced the benign presence of his god, Yahweh. In the
lofty poetry of Psalm 8, he wrote:
When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,
the moon and the stars that you have established;
what are human beings that you are mindful of them,
mortals that you care for them?
Yet you have made them a little lower than God,
and crowned them with glory and honor.
You have given them dominion over the works of your hands…
The great secret awaiting those who tune in, who
practice mindfulness, is that the Reality in which we are
immersed is also mindful of us, willing to bestow grace, peace,
and joy. As Jesus so wisely said, “Seek and you will find.”
Step Eleven reminds us that our ultimate goal in
making this connection is knowledge of a higher purpose and
the power to carry it out. It was our own willfulness that got
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us stuck in the stubborn thoughts and behaviors we identified
early in this pattern. The temptation to impose our own will
on situations is ever present, and this addiction to control can
lead back to fears, resentments, and hasty decisions. We want
to replace this with a daily knowledge of what our Higher
Power is teaching us.
How will we know the right way to proceed in any
given situation? This doesn’t have to be mysterious. We can
test it against the following questions.
 Is my course of action devoid of self-pity?
 Has it stripped me of worry and antagonism?
 Does it take into account not just my own needs, but
the needs of those around me?
 Will it promote peace and unity, especially with those
who think differently than I?
 Can I see a core element of service rather than selfpromotion?
Interactive assignment: On a sheet of paper, answer the
following questions. What are your earliest memories of
prayer or meditation? Who taught them to you? Do
have a prayer or meditation discipline that you currently
practice? If not, what is keeping you from setting aside
this time?
*

*

*

Rosa’s Story
Growing up in a large family with two parents gave me
a sense of stability that many don’t get. But from a young age,
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it also caused me to take charge of directing my life and the
lives of my siblings. That certainly didn’t help me!
For years I was so “responsible” that I thought I knew
what was best for you, for me, and for everyone else. And I let
you know! So at the age of 19, when I discovered that alcohol
numbed me to everyone and everything I felt, I drank as much
as I could. But days turned into years and there came a point
when I could no longer live within my mind or with my selfhatred. The alcohol no longer did its job. I was forced to live
with myself.
Working The Twelve Steps with a sponsor has given
me the connection I need with a Higher Power to help manage
my life. I discovered I am responsible only for myself. I’ve
given up the job of Director to God, where it belongs. As long
as I turn to God early each morning and ask him to direct my
thoughts, words and actions, He seems to have it under
control. I experience a lot of peace in living this way. Who
knew it was that simple?
A recent revelation helped me see the love that God has
for me and how He has changed me. It used to be that well
into my day, I would slowly notice that things were not going
my way. I would start to feel irritable and discontent and try
to fix things. Then I would suddenly realize that I had not
prayed that day! I had not turned my life over to God as I had
promised myself, and let Him be in control. At times, I may
still forget this daily exercise of praying throughout the day
and night, but it is not often. I am diligent in my pursuit of
God; it is vitally necessary for my self-preservation.
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I have learned to practice a continued and conscious
contact with a Higher Power out of the desperation to be at
peace within myself. When things start to bother me, I know
it’s me. I step back and I ask God to direct my thinking, no
matter what time of day it is. I listen for His direction. I seek
to do His will. It is a daily interaction that I must continue
for the rest of my life and it is definitely worth doing one day
at a time.
Zach’s Story
I’m a singer and songwriter. While I was in the midst
of my addiction, God put a band in my life. This band became
my reason for living. Almost every lyric I wrote was about
asking God to get me through my addiction. Every song I
wrote was basically a prayer. Some of my most cherished
memories are of being on stage and singing my music.
However, when I started going through recovery I
learned that I needed to seek God’s will for my life. This was
a completely foreign concept. How do I find out what God’s
will is for my life? Where do I begin? I was told prayer and
meditation were the keys.
Prayer and meditation? The only praying I ever did
was "God get me out of this. God give me this and I'll be good
for the rest of my life." The only meditation I did was spacing
out when I smoked weed. Ah, Zen! This was the extent of my
conscience contact.
In recovery I would hear people say they started off
praying simply by saying please keep me sober in the
morning. And thank you for keeping me sober at night. So
that's where I began my conscience contact. Please and thank
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you. In recovery they also told me the difference between
prayer and meditation. Praying is when you talk to God and
meditation is when you listen to God.
The band had some really great years and was my life
raft when I was drowning in my addiction. It also became my
"golden calf." I wanted to travel the world and make money
doing what I love. That was what I wanted for my life.
I used to feel God’s fingerprints all over the band. After
a number of years of chasing "my dream," I felt as if God
might not be wanting this for my life anymore.
I said a simple prayer on the way home from a show
one night. "God if you want me to be done with the band just
tell me." Two days later my drummer told me he was moving
out of state and that the two guitarists were going to quit the
band. The answer to my prayer was clear.
Step Eleven is vital for my relationship with God. I
must converse with Him about all things. He is always there.
It is on me to listen to the answers. Today my spirituality and
relationship with God is the most important thing in my life.
And it all started with please and thank you.
Krin’s Story
As a pastor, I was constantly called upon to be the
“DP,” the Designated Pray-er. At meals, at people’s homes, in
hospitals, on the street, outdoors at campouts and retreats –
it didn’t matter where, when it came time to say a prayer of
any type for any occasion, all eyes swung to me.
And so, at the drop of a hat, I would offer words, words,
words. Over time, those words – rather than draw me closer
to God – seemed only to get in the way. I often thought of a
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teaching from what we call Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount: “And
when you pray, do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles
do, for they think that they will be heard for their many
words.”
I once had a spiritual guide who helped me immensely.
I remember this conversation.
“Krin, I suggest that you find a way to meditate.”
“Jerry, I would love to. But every time I try to sit still,
my mind races from one thought to another. Before I’ve been
settled even a few minutes, I’ve been around the world
multiple times. It’s like a turbocharged stream of
consciousness.”
“Must be a bitch to be you,” said Jerry with a smile.
“But you just proved my point. Those racing thoughts, by
your own admission, can take off in decidedly destructive
vectors. Learning how to bridle them, redirect them, and
bring yourself back to silence is the core of what I’m trying to
teach you.”
“I know, I know. But it seems to go against the very
grain of my personality.”
“OK,” said Jerry. “Try this. You love being outdoors,
right? You love being surrounded by nature as you hike and
take in the sights.”
“Absolutely,” I replied. “When I’m in the woods, a
meadow or desert, I feel most alive, especially when no other
human beings are around.”
“Good,” said Jerry, “then start with a weekly hike, even
if you can’t get far away and it has to take place in a park.
While your body is engaged, using some of your abundant
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energy, focus your eyes, your mind, and your heart on the
beauty around you. Absorb yourself in it as a form of
meditation.”
“OK, Jerry. I’ll give it a shot.”
And so I did. Those weekly hikes became something I
looked forward to. I was able to train my mind and let it
connect with the present, sensing the Power that united me
with everything I saw, smelled, and felt. I could put my
stresses and worries behind me.
But my jaunts were too far apart, and the challenges of
any given week seemed overwhelming. As I entered treatment
and began to follow the pattern of The Twelve Steps, I saw
how critical it was to develop daily forms of meditation.
And so that is where I am now, still trying to increase
my conscious contact. I begin most days with a quiet time
outside, using one or more devotionals to prime my thoughts.
But the challenge is far greater than setting aside a few
minutes. I need to learn to connect more fully with my Higher
Power minute by minute, letting the Presence of God’s love
and grace be the wise backdrop of my daily existence.
I’m working on it. And the contact is getting stronger,
one day at a time…
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Step Twelve: Having had an awakening as the
result of these steps, we tried to carry this
message by practicing these principles in all
our affairs.

M

any of us have encountered someone who is evangelical
about their faith, their cause, their product. Their pitch
is that we should adopt their point of view because it will make
our lives so much richer. Their truth is THE TRUTH. It will
“complete” us.
Evangelical zeal can lead to closed minds and judgment
of others. Consider the increased polarization of America,
sharply divided along political and ideological fault lines.
Each side clamors to prove their claims even as they point
accusing fingers across the aisle. “True believers” in any faith
system will quote scripture, divine edicts, or the infallibility of
their spiritual leaders to justify all kinds of behavior. Their
actions can be arcane at best, supremely destructive at worst.
Michael Specter once said, “People wrap themselves in
their beliefs. And they do it in such a way that you can't set
them free. Not even the truth will set them free.”
John Mayer sang, “Belief is a beautiful armor,
but makes for the heaviest sword.”
Twelve Step groups have their fundamentalists, people
with as much fervor as street corner preachers. It’s ironic that
a movement which encourages each person to find their own
Higher Power can also be so convinced of its particular
methods. They will tell you it’s because they want to see
people end their suffering. They will say it’s about saving
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lives. They are sincere in their forcefulness. It still comes
across as controlling and didactic.
If you have found any truth in this pattern, if you have
experienced any noticeable awakening or growth, it will be
natural to carry your message. You will do so through the
example of your life. You will be a living invitation to the new
pattern you are following.
In the Christian faith, there’s a theological word used
to describe Christ’s life: incarnation. It stems from the Latin
meaning “to become flesh.” The belief is that Jesus embodied
the deepest intentions of our Creator – living them out with
such integrity that the Gospel writer John called him “the
Word made flesh.”
We don’t have to be Christians to see this principle.
Consider the balance of Lao Tzu, the wisdom of Confucius, the
compassion of Siddhartha, the mercy of Mother Teresa, the
non-violent stands for justice of Mohandas Gandhi or Martin
Luther King, Jr.
Let’s bring it closer, out of the lives of heroes and saints
and into our homes. Most of us have known someone who
allowed love and tolerance to shape their personalities
without blockage; someone who sought freedom and vitality
in the present rather than the passing pleasures of
materialism. The common strand they shared is that they
didn’t just talk the talk, they walked it. They made their lives
living messages. Their legacies outlast them.
The Twelve Steps, like a myriad of other pathways,
emphasize serving others as the fullest expression of this final
step. This means not only through daily acts of kindness and
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patience. It means to conscientiously seek outlets for greater
service.
Some do this by sponsoring others who are just
entering recovery. Some volunteer through churches,
charities, or civic organizations. Each finds a way to give of
the fullness that has been building in their lives through the
discovery of new love, grace, and freedom.
In the end, when all the words and jargon fade away,
lost in time immemorial, what will stand is the example of our
lives. What will remain is the heritage of our actions.
And so, the final words of Step 12 remind us to live out
these principles in all our affairs. This means in our families,
our workplaces, our neighborhoods. It means in the queue at
the grocery store or driving in traffic. It even means while we
are alone, seeking integrity in our solitude.
Interactive assignment: Take some time to reflect on
how intentional you are in your service to others. Many
of us have obligations at home and work that require
service. Though this seems obligatory, we can certainly
infuse these daily duties with greater devotion. But right
now, let’s go further. Let’s expand your horizons. How
could you focus on a greater sphere of service? Would it
be practicing more “random acts of kindness” with
complete strangers? Would it be taking on a new
volunteer role with a charity, church, or community
organization?
*

*
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Rosa’s Story
I’ve always made time for giving to others. I find
pleasure in it. Maybe it’s because I lacked things as a child,
and once I had them as an adult, I could give them away.
Maybe I was trying to save others from the pain of “going
without.” Maybe it’s because I’m Hispanic and it’s part of our
culture to give. But mostly, I think I wanted to be liked
because I didn’t like myself.
As I got older, I became more annoyed when I felt
unappreciated – over doing things others had asked me for!
Eventually these resentments turned to rage and I was afraid
of exploding at the wrong person. I didn’t understand this
rage, and people didn’t understand me.
The Twelve Steps helped me have a spiritual
awakening to God, to myself, to life, and to others. I learned
that my troubles were all in my perceptions; my head was
mixed up. All the problems I’d created or imagined as a child
came “out” and I began to see their root. It was me! Most
importantly, I learned that when I stop thinking only of
myself, I can be truly useful to someone else. This is the
primary purpose of Step Twelve - to give back the help that
was so freely given to us: recovery from a spiritual malady.
Over time, I became very clear about what it means to
“carry the message and not the person”. Before I got clarity
on this, I found myself “carrying” others to meetings or
running errands for them. I helped them financially and did
nice things for them because I thought it was my job. I
reverted to that old Director role once again.
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Today I know that to help someone recover from their
spiritual disease, we each have to do what’s required of us:
work these steps and live peacefully. I can talk to others, I can
meet with them, but I’ve also learned to set boundaries,
something I didn’t know how to do in the beginning.
To see the eyes light up in someone who “gets it” gives
me a great feeling of satisfaction. There’s a way out and hope
for a better life, and it can only be explained by experiencing
it. This is the power of Step Twelve.
Zach’s Story
I am tempted to simply say "no Step Twelve, no AA,
OA, CA, NA, PERIOD!” But there’s much more to it than this.
No Step Twelve, no freedom, no hope, no lives and families
restored, no relationships healed, no damaged souls
resurrected. No purposes being fulfilled, no dreams coming
true, no light shining in the dark. No relationships with God
miraculously appearing out of thin agnostic air. The list goes
on every day!
After working through the eleven steps preceding the
twelfth, I started to become aware of a fourth dimension - a
"spiritual awakening." It wasn’t as if life had stopped being
hard at times, just that I now had tools given to me freely by
my Creator and people who had been where I was. God taught
me through the men and women in the rooms of recovery.
These tools and lessons allowed me to deal with life on life's
terms. I saw the fruits they produced and my faith grew.
Hence, a spiritual awakening.
I've heard the best way to retain knowledge is to teach
others. And there is a saying in recovery "you have to give it
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away to keep it." So it's part common sense, part altruism that
keeps this beautiful symphony going with God as the
maestro. But it's not just in the rooms of recovery that this
sweet, miraculous opus is playing. No. It's in our daily lives.
If we have any length of quality recovery, we are already on
stage. And in our day-to-day interactions is the only way
someone might be able to hear recovery's thirst quenching
notes. ALL of our affairs!
I'll finish with this. At first you're going to want
everyone you know who's "jacked up" to go through recovery,
because you'll know what it’s done for you. Please don't push
it on people. If it's not their time, it's not their time. And sadly,
some souls never receive the message. We cannot dwell on
that. Just remember that there is always someone willing to
do what it takes to fully receive new life. Stay vigilant and God
will direct you to them, or them to you. God bless!
*

*

*

There is a historic prayer attributed to St. Francis that
reminds us how to be used by God.
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;
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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.
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POSTLUDE
Any intelligent fool can make things bigger, more complex, more
violent. It takes a touch of genius - and a lot of courage - to move
in the opposite direction. - E.F. Schumacher
Prayer of the day: God, let the people of the world understand how
they can embrace simplicity to save their lives. - Terri Guillemets
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ost of us know the acronym KISS – Keep it Simple
Stupid. If you’ve made it this far, and especially if
you’ve put thought and action into working this pattern,
congratulations! Now, as you continue to apply these
principles in all areas of your life, we offer the simple summary
found in the table of contents for this book: let go, be rigorously
honest, make peace in your relationships, tune in so that you can turn
outwards.
When all is said and done, these are the fundamental
elements of The Pattern. They are the DNA of The Twelve
Steps. And it should be clear by now that they do not happen
once and for all; they provide a rhythm, a mantra of thoughts
and behaviors that can see us through any trial, any challenge,
any season of life. They become the muscle memory of our
magnificent brains.
We thank you for taking the time to read through this
book, and especially thank you if you have also worked
through the interactive assignments.
*

*

*

Melinda’s Story
When I began working The Twelve Steps, I thought
that at some point I would “graduate” to a higher level. This
pattern would require less focus because I would be more
spiritually "evolved." I saw mastery of these steps as leading
me not only to freedom from my addiction, but also from my
humanness.
It took a while for me to get that this process is not
about being more -- or less -- than human. There is no
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graduation. Seeking freedom from being human is another
ego-generated illusion that keeps me from living life on life's
terms. So when I wake up in the middle of doing this, I
reconnect with the gift of this pattern for living.
Step One takes me out of the driver's seat once again.
Step Two reminds me that I am not a power greater than
myself, and only God can restore me to sanity. Step Three
allows me to hand things over to this Power greater than
myself. Steps Four and Five give me a chance to see where I
get off the beam due to instincts/emotions running amok.
Steps Six and Seven keep me focused on the work God is doing
in me; they get me out of the way, helping me live in the
solution rather than more problems. Steps Eight and Nine
give me the opportunity to clean up my side of the street and
start practicing a new way of walking - no groveling, no
replaying the problem and all its aspects again and again. Step
Ten keeps me mindful of the incredible gifts of grace in my
life -- as well as the ways I sometimes say "no" to recovery
and "yes" to my old ways. Step Eleven gives me the serenity
to turn each moment of each day over to God's guidance and
direction. Step Twelve allows me the focused opportunity to
practice these principles no matter what I'm doing or where I
am.
In other words, these steps are not a one-time-thenyou're-done deal. They walk me. They talk me. They change
me -- no matter how intensively I work them.
I am so grateful that after almost 30 years, I am still a
student of The Twelve Steps. They have pulled my behind out
of a sling more times than I can ever recount, and because of
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them I am sober today. I am as sane as I can humanly be, and
most importantly, I live with grace and joy today -- for myself
and for others. It works if you work it! I owe my life to the
ways God has changed me!
Krin’s Story
One morning in my devotion time, I read these words.
(The Twelve Steps) are a new path, one that leads to infinite light
at the top of the mountain. They advise me about the footholds that
are safe and about chasms to avoid.
I once climbed Mt. Shasta, 14,179 ft., sheathed in ice. I
had never hiked with crampons or a pick before, but in my
usual cocky manner, I thought it would be no problem.
Fortunately I watched a brief hiking video at the
Ranger Station. It told me two things. First, when you reach
Horse Meadows and can’t find the trail, look for the manmade
steps formed of large rocks that will take you back to the path.
Second, as you climb to the high ridgeline of Red Banks, do
not go right of Thumb Rock. You do not want to end up near
the glacier on the far side. It’s too dangerous, especially for
novices. Stay left!
I hit the trail at midnight under a full moon, an effort
to avoid late morning thunderstorms near the summit. Sure
enough, when I reached Horse Meadows it was difficult to
orient myself and find the ascending path. I did a 180 degree
scan and saw, on the northern edge, the stair-stepped boulders
that were my salvation. They were literally shining in the
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moonlight like a stairway to heaven. Relieved, I set off on the
next phase of my journey.
The steepest and most exhausting part of the climb was
the sheer cliff face leading to the Red Banks. The novelty of
using crampons soon wore off as the muscles in my legs
screamed and my breath came in ragged gasps.
Though I was intent on staying left of Thumb Rock, I
lost sight of my objective. I pushed on and then in happened.
The only way I could go was to the right of Thumb Rock!
Gingerly, I stepped over the last boulder. On the other
side, the glacier quickly descended. I thought of stories about
climbers who slipped on sheets of ice, their bodies hurtling at
100 miles an hour as they sped to their deaths.
I looked to my left. The only safe way to proceed and
get back on the path was a very thin trail that hugged the edge
of the precipice.
I was deeply frightened, my legs shaky from the ascent,
my heart thumping against my chest. Though I knew it was
unwise to keep glancing down the glacier, my gaze perversely
swung there again and again. It was clear me that I could die
up here, hiking alone, a novice, a victim of my own willfulness
and cocky attitude. Such a fitting epitaph to my self-driven
life. Despite my fear, the irony made me smile.
I said a quick prayer, “God help me,” then hauled
myself on to the thin ribbon of pathway. That short distance
seemed to take forever, one painstaking step after another,
flattened against the rock. Finally I found a way to climb back
up to the ridge and resume my ascent. I made it to the summit.
154

Even today, as I remember that moment at glacier’s
edge, I have a visceral response, an inner shudder.
Forgive me if this seems overly dramatic, but when I
think about returning to the chasm of fear, resentment and
control issues that enslaved me prior to working The Twelve
Steps, I experience that same inner response. I never, never
want to return to that slippery slope.
There is a path, a pattern, we can follow every day.
Even if we never reference these steps again, it can be found
in timeless principles.

 Letting go
 Rigorous honesty
 Making peace with others
 Tuning in and turning outwards
These footholds keep us from the yawning chasms of life.
They provide disciplines that bring us to greater heights of
spiritual awareness.
Choose life, my friends. Choose the door to serenity!
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APPENDIX:
SIMPLE SHEET FOR TAKING STEP FOUR
Who I’m
resentful at

The cause

Affects my…

My part…

Links to forms that are more involved:
http://www.12step.org/docs/Step4_Inventory.pdf
http://www.step12.com/step-4.html
http://www.royy.com/step4.pdf
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GETTING MEDIEVAL:
A LOOK AT THE “SEVEN DEADLY SINS”
On another sheet of paper, in as much detail as possible,
write about how these particular character defects impact
your life.
Pride (both unhealthy and healthy as described on page 69)

Lust (having an intense craving for sex or any other
overriding object of desire)

Gluttony (over-consumption of food or any other item)

Sloth (physical and spiritual laziness)

Envy (comparing ourselves to others and wanting what they
have)

Covetousness (what do you want that you don’t already
have; what greener grass do you long for?)

Wrath (including anger, impatience, rage)
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