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For Agnes and Mike: spiritual beings


INTRODUCTION


This book is a guide to a 12-step programme designed to bring peace of mind, happiness and serenity through the development of psychological good health. It is very closely based on the 12 steps of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), where they are presented as a way to recover from alcoholism. Close variants of them are used by other 12-step fellowships for recovery from drug and other types of addictions, such as Narcotics Anonymous, Marijuana Anonymous, Cocaine Anonymous, Gambler’s Anonymous and Sex and Love Addicts Anonymous. The steps work for alcoholism and drug addiction, and this guide is designed to help alcoholics and addicts through them. But it is meant for anyone who wants to feel better about themselves and the world they live in. For AA’s steps are really not about alcohol or addiction, but about how to deal with psychological causes of stress, irritability, discontent and emotional disturbance, through a programme of what we can call ‘spiritual’ development. The kind of ‘spirituality’ involved here has nothing essentially to do with any god or anything supernatural, but can be fully understood in naturalistic terms. It is about a psychologically healthy involvement with the world around you and the other sentient, feeling beings that inhabit it. 

There is an anonymous quotation: ‘Serenity is not freedom from the storm: it is peace within the storm’. The steps show us a way to find that peace. Life brings storms: storms outside you, in the world you inhabit, inside your body, inside your mind. We can’t always escape them. But we can always find peace within them, however forceful they are.

The steps are simple. But they are not that easy. You will have to take to heart the basic principles, which are based on the wisdom of Lao Tzu, Buddhism and Stoicism, and be prepared to change the way you think about things and the way you approach life. However, the benefits they bring are enormous. If you do them, you will feel considerably happier, more free of spirit and serene. You will feel better in yourself, and get on better with those around you and really, no one has any valid reason for not doing them, unless they are already content as they are. You have nothing to lose. The steps are free, you can do them in your own time, and they will work for you for the rest of your life. 

AA has something of a reputation as being a religious programme. But it need not be seen that way. The way the programme works for alcoholism and drug addiction can be understood entirely in scientific terms. 

In the basic text of Alcoholics Anonymous, a book of the same name, usually referred to as “the Big Book,” the steps are introduced with these words: “[T]here is One who has all power and that one is God – may you find Him now.” Only the first of the twelve steps mentions alcohol and the 12th step includes the words: “Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these steps…” Thus the Big Book presents the steps as a way to find God and to have something called a ‘spiritual awakening’. Recovery from alcoholism is a by-product of the ‘spiritual awakening’. In step eleven and throughout the first printing of the first edition of the book, the ‘spiritual awakening’ is talked of in terms of conscious contact with God. However, in the second printing of the book, in 1941, an appendix on ‘Spiritual Experience’ was added. Here it says:

 

“The terms ‘spiritual experience’ and ‘spiritual awakening’ are used many times in this book which, upon careful reading, shows that the personality change sufficient to bring about recovery from alcoholism has manifested itself among us in many different forms.

 

Yet it is true that our first printing gave many readers the impression that these personality changes, or religious experiences, must be in the nature of sudden and spectacular upheavals. Happily for everyone, this conclusion is erroneous.

 

In the first few chapters a number of sudden revolutionary changes are described. Though it was not our intention to create such an impression, many alcoholics have nevertheless concluded that in order to recover they must acquire an immediate and overwhelming ‘God-consciousness’ followed at once by a vast change in feeling and outlook.

 

Among our rapidly growing membership of thousands of alcoholics such transformations, though frequent, are by no means the rule. Most of our experiences are what the psychologist William James calls the ‘educational variety’ because they develop slowly over a period of time. Quite often friends of the newcomer are aware of the difference long before he is himself. He finally realizes that he has undergone a profound alteration in his reaction to life; that such a change could hardly have been brought about by himself alone. What often takes place in a few months could seldom have been accomplished by years of self-discipline. With few exceptions our members find that they have tapped an unsuspected inner resource, which they presently identify with their own conception of a Power greater than themselves.

 

Most of us think this awareness of a Power greater than ourselves is the essence of spiritual experience. Our more religious members call it ‘God-consciousness.’” 


The spiritual awakening is described here in terms of a personality change, and a profound alteration in one’s reaction to life. It is presented as essentially involving an ‘awareness of a Power greater than ourselves’ that (only) our ‘more religious members’ call ‘God-consciousness’. 

In fact, in the actual steps this ‘Power’ is referred to as ‘God as we understood Him’, rather than just ‘God.’ The words ‘as we understood Him’ feature thanks to the insistence of founder members Jim Burwell and Hank Pankhurst, who were atheist/agnostic types. I believe that they meant the expression ‘God as we understood Him’ to have an extremely liberal interpretation, along the lines of ‘anything you like (other than yourself).’ 

If we take God out of the equation, we are left with the idea that developing a relationship of some kind to something other than one’s self, along the lines presented in the steps, can tap into an unsuspected inner resource, bring about a personality change and a profound alteration in one’s reaction to life of a kind that are sufficient even to bring about recovery from alcoholism. I think this is the best way to look at the steps. 

The steps (after step one) have nothing to do with alcoholism or addiction per se. Rather they are a way of bringing about a profound alteration in the way one thinks, feels and acts. They do suffice to solve the problems of alcoholism or drug addiction, if one has them. But they are basically a way of achieving and maintaining psychological good health and will be enormously beneficial for anyone struggling with their reactions to life and seeking serenity. This programme will improve anybody’s psychological health and peace of mind.

Certainly, the programme deals comprehensively with alcoholism/substance addiction. (Alcoholism is just addiction to alcohol, so whenever I talk of addicts or addiction, I include alcoholics and alcoholism, and when I talk of ‘use’ of drugs, I include drinking alcohol.) The programme works extremely well for alcoholism. In the Big Book, the main author, Bill Wilson, the genius psychologist and social engineer behind most of the 12-step programme and the magnificent construction of the fellowship of Alcoholics Anonymous itself, wrote: “Rarely have we seen a person fail who has thoroughly followed our path”. It is rumoured that he later said that he regretted the ‘Rarely’ and would rather have said ‘never have we seen a person fail who has thoroughly followed our path.’ In fact, that story is apocryphal and he never made the stronger claim. But I have done some (informal and unscientific) research that strongly indicates that the programme is in fact 100% effective. I have polled literally many thousands of alcoholics and drug addicts (15–20,000 subjects, mainly on the internet, on Facebook and Google groups) asking: “Have you done the twelve steps thoroughly and then relapsed while still doing them thoroughly? Or do you know of anyone meeting those conditions?” My sample included not only members of Anonymous fellowships, but also disaffected ex-members who were not satisfied with and indeed are very opposed to the programme and the fellowships. The result was amazingly robust. Only four of the thousands even offered a claim to the effect that they are or knew someone who had done the steps and relapsed while still doing them. Of those four, two quickly changed their minds after a short discussion about exactly how they had been working on each specific step prior to their relapse. One person claimed to know someone who had relapsed while still doing the steps, but was unable to provide any details except to say that her acquaintance has major problems concentrating on any task at all. One other claim remains in place, and that individual admits that he cannot in fact remember what he was doing in the days before he relapsed. The steps work. They really do. Period. 

If you are an alcoholic or addict, and you wish to quit, then you should do the steps. There is no reason not to and they will work. They always do. Living without alcohol or drugs may seem to you like an impossibility, or nearly so. You may feel that alcohol or drugs are an essential part of your way of life. You may feel as though alcohol or drugs are your constant companion, or your lover. You may feel that you would not really be yourself without them. You may feel that life would be very drab and dull without them, or very stressful. Do not let such feelings deter you. They are normal for an addict. But they are completely misguided. No matter how intertwined your being and your life are with alcohol or drugs, you can do perfectly well without them. But more than that, you will do much better without them. You will feel ever so much happier that way. There will be no hole, no gap, nothing missing. There will be only more fulfilment, contentment and peace of mind. These are what the steps bring by way of recovery. 
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