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A.A. and Gay A.A.

An Introduction

 


Leslie L. Smith




Alcoholism is a major problem in the United
States, according to the Centers for Disease Control. Some studies
state that forty-five percent of all American families have at
least one alcoholic family member. Estimates from Alcoholics
Anonymous seem to support this. And its own popularity would
underline that, too: There are 57,905 active A.A. groups in the
U.S., which usually each have several meetings a week. Some of
these groups offer as many as twenty meetings or more in a week.
There are reportedly more than 1.2 million active members of A.A.
in the U.S., and more than 2 million active members
worldwide.

Alcoholism affects the LGBT community as well.
Studies of the LGBT community since the early 1970s suggest that
thirty percent of the U.S. gay population might have a problem with
alcohol (though many of these studies have been criticized as being
over-inflated). Researchers in some of these studies were accused
of doing things such as drawing their subjects from within bars. An
April 2010 report entitled “Healthy People 2010: Companion Document
for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender Health,” published with
the cooperation of the Gay & Lesbian Medical Association,
stated, “Early research on substance abuse among lesbians and gay
men reported alarmingly high rates of drinking and other drug use.”
But the report also noted that these studies were misleading due to
their reliance on extremely small, non-representative sample
groups.

A.A. itself does not identify the problem
within the gay community. It has no opinion on homosexuality—it is
an “outside” issue. Therefore, A.A. does not publish statistics on
the number of gay meetings, nor does it offer any reliable
information on how often they are attended. This is true of all of
A.A.’s “special-topic” or “special-interest” meetings. A.A. keeps
its focus where it should, on its own message. It does not
concentrate on the special needs of any one community. It instead
allows communities to empower themselves in their own use of A.A.
through these special-interest meetings.

As difficult as the extent of alcoholism in
the gay community can be to quantify, it is much easier to qualify.
We can gather a few facts that suggest A.A. and other such
twelve-step meetings are common in gay communities. At the time of
publication of this book, the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and
Transgender Center of New York City offers almost seventy
twelve-step meetings each week, divided (almost equally) between
either A.A. or Crystal Meth Anonymous. Thirty-some-odd city blocks
away, a gay sober clubhouse in the theater district offers twelve
meetings a day, seven days a week.

In Ft. Lauderdale, Fla., a similar sober
clubhouse offers more than sixty gay-centric twelve-step recovery
meetings each week. It is less than five miles away from the Pride
Center, which also offers more than twenty-four such meetings each
week. Only one of these weekly meetings is a women’s group, and the
majority of attendance at most meeting is generally known to be
male. In spite of this, there is very little non-academic
literature that speaks to being a gay man and being sober in or out
of A.A.

But much is known about A.A. as a whole. It
was founded in 1937, by Bill Wilson and Dr. Bob Smith. It was
created with the intent of empowering alcoholics to “cure
themselves.” This radical and remarkable concept changed the lives
of millions of those afflicted with what would later become known
as the “disease” of alcoholism, as well as the friends, families,
and co-workers of those individuals. According to A.A.’s official
preamble, “Alcoholics Anonymous is a fellowship of men and women
who share their experience, strength, and hope with each other so
that they may solve their common problem.” That common problem is,
of course, an unhealthy relationship with alcohol and sometimes
other substances.

The birth of A.A. is a milestone in the
development of the fields of psychology and human behavior. But
A.A.’s founders did not use the word disease to describe
their condition at first. The first known use of the word disease
as it relates to A.A. refers to the general “dis-ease” with life
felt by many with alcohol issues. That concept, along with
subsequent American Psychological Association and American Medical
Association dual diagnoses of alcoholism, evolved into the commonly
held idea that alcoholism is a disease.

The founders of A.A. first described
alcoholism as an allergy, and said that like any allergy, those who
suffered needed to avoid the substance to which they were allergic.
Wilson and Smith also created social support networks to help break
the habits associated with regular use of alcohol. In these support
networks, the idea that the members had a disease was a popular
one, and A.A. members lobbied the AMA for a diagnosis throughout
the late 1940s and early ‘50s. It was finally given that status in
1956.

Today medical and psychological communities
have two diagnoses for alcoholism: One is “dependence” and one is
“abuse.” The primary difference can be boiled down to this: Those
who are dependent may require hospitalization to detox safely. But
as a general rule, the treatment for each type is the same,
abstinence. And for the majority of Americans, the best place to
learn to abstain is through A.A. Alcoholism had a single diagnosis
until 1991, when the two classifications were added under the
definition. To this day no official diagnostic tool exists for
either classification of alcoholism. The closest thing we have to
such a tool is A.A.’s conventional wisdom, which says, “If you
think you might be, you probably are.”

As a guiding tool for those entering A.A., Dr.
Bob and Bill Wilson wrote “The Twelve Steps of Alcoholics
Anonymous.” These became the foundation of what is known as the
Program and provided the basis for a series concrete actions that
empowered a chronic user to abstain from substance use. As part of
keeping themselves sober, A.A.’s founders felt their personal
success was only sustainable if they spent time helping others like
themselves. In the process of curing themselves, “Bill W.” and “Dr.
Bob” would recruit a group of men and women, called “the first
100,” who wanted to change their lives and to live sober. These 100
men and women would carry the message of A.A. throughout the
country, and affect over the course of a single generation the way
the entire world felt about people who have or had issues with
alcohol.

The success of A.A. members who had managed to
“heal themselves” would become a model for the treatment of other
addictions and addictive behaviors, such as over-eating and
gambling. The principles and practices of these programs have
affected the development of therapy, mental-health diagnosis, and
even medical treatment modalities. Quite simply, modern medicine
would look quite different if not for A.A., Bill W., Dr. Bob, and
the first 100.

The first 100 were nearly all upper-middle
class American Christians, in a time before cultural sensitivity
was widely practiced. They tried to design a program for everyone,
but their work was clearly colored by their own beliefs,
experiences, concerns and the time in which the program was created
and the literature of A.A. written. They could only write what they
knew firsthand, so the text of A.A., the Twelve Steps, and the
Program are perhaps inadvertently filled with Judeo-Christian
values and mores.

Although no two A.A. groups are alike, A.A.
has an organizational structure that unites all of them (see
Appendix A). The program of A.A. uses three principle tools to
achieve this self-healing. They are:

 



	
The Twelve Steps and the Twelve
Traditions: These provide the alcoholic with a spiritually
based guide for living a sober life.



	
The Fellowship: This term refers
principally to regular group meetings, but it also applies social
activities outside “the Program” with other recovering alcoholics.
Fellowship is also often referred to as the program (with no
capital). Meetings often feature a speaker who tells his or her own
personal journey to and through A.A. Within a given group, a member
is encouraged to choose a “sponsor,” a personal guide through the
rhetoric, the Fellowship, and the steps. The criterion for
sponsorship is always a personal choice negotiated between the
“sponsor” and “sponsee.”



	
The Literature: The Program has two
primary texts, Alcoholics Anonymous and The Twelve Steps
and the Twelve Traditions.





 


Among the literature, the primary text is
Alcoholics Anonymous, also known as the “Big Book.” It is
the official Program text of A.A. This 570-page book tells the
story of A.A. and gives an overview of the steps. The first 164
pages outline the birth of A.A., it purpose, and the steps. It is
commonly held among members that if it can’t be found in the first
164 pages of the book, then it is not A.A. Everything not in print
here is therefore someone’s “opinion.” The remainder of the book
features “representative” personal stories of members, in which
personal “experience, strength, and hope” are shared. Through four
editions of Alcoholics Anonymous, however, these stories
have not changed very much, and they do not include anything that
speaks specifically to the gay experience of A.A. (even if one or
two narrators in later editions mention being gay). These stories
are much like the ones contained in this book.

The supplemental text, The Twelve Steps and
the Twelve Traditions, is a twenty-four-chapter book, each
dedicated to exploring one of the steps and traditions in more
detail. It outlines the purpose and the context of each step and
tradition for use in the process of getting sober and practicing
the Program. The steps and traditions are found in Appendix B and
Appendix C of this book, respectively.

 


Taken together, these tools make up what
members call the “Program,” and anyone seeking to stop drinking is
encouraged to take the actions and suggestions contained within
them. As one would imagine, members employ them with varying
degrees of success.

There is a joke in A.A. about members who are
doing what’s called the “third-step waltz.” This joke suggests that
some members never achieve their full potential because they spend
their sober experience only working steps one through three. This
process counts off like a waltz, 1, 2, 3 … 1, 2, 3 … 1, 2, 3 ….
This joke is born in a natural part of the Program’s structure. The
steps can be broken down into four sets of three as
follows:

 


Steps 1 - 3: Admitting the need for
help and choosing to believe help exists, usually in the form of
God or a “Higher Power,” and then, in turn asking for that
help.

Steps 4 - 6: Chronicling,
understanding, and accepting the “wreckage” of one’s past, as it
was created by drinking and/or using.

Steps 6 - 8: Cleaning up that
“wreckage” in a direct and responsible way. This involves making
direct amends to others for one’s behavior while drinking or
using.

Steps 10 - 12: Developing and
maintaining a more responsible and reparative approach to daily
life, including providing members with tools that help one to
reflect and meditate on his or her own choices and behavior, as
well as to address issues relating to all relationships in a
proactive and healthy way.

 


As the aforementioned joke implies, it is true
that many in the program can achieve some success by working just
the first three steps. The power of “coming to believe” can carry
many people a long way. But this, as the saying goes leads, to
“sober horse thieves.” For the Program to truly change one’s
life—and the way one relates to the world—the deeper, harder,
scarier work of steps four through twelve is required. If one does
the harder work, the Program promises results, which the Big Book
says will begin to come true upon the completion of Step
Nine:

 


If we are painstaking about this phase of
our development we will be amazed before we are half way through.
We are going to know a new freedom and a new happiness. We will not
regret the past nor wish to shut the door on it. We will comprehend
the word serenity and we will know peace. No matter how far down
the scale we have gone, we will see our experience can benefit
others. The feeling of uselessness and self-pity will disappear. We
will lose interest in selfish things and gain interest in our
fellows. Self-seeking will slip away. Our whole attitude and
outlook on life will change. Fear of economic insecurity will leave
us. We will intuitively know how to handle situations that used to
baffle us. We will suddenly realize that God is doing for us what
we could not do for ourselves. 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 (83-84).

 


In spite of the suggested amount of step-work
and the promises made, success in an A.A. fellowship is generally
measured only by consecutive sober time. In most A.A. fellowships,
this “sober” time is not only meant as a measurement of abstinence
from alcohol, but also from any other mind- or mood-altering
substance that might be taken without the express direction of a
physician. In other words, painkillers prescribed after oral
surgery would usually be considered acceptable, if used as directed
(or even better, with less frequency and duration than prescribed).
But if there are leftovers that are later used to treat a headache,
then the member has “slipped.” The principle of abstinence is
generally applied to recreational drugs, but some members believe
it should also be applied to anti-depressants, anti-psychotics,
doctor-prescribed sleep aids, or other medically required
substances, as these fall into a program defined class of “mind- or
mood-altering substances.” The culture of A.A. can sometimes be so
rigorous that some members will often attempt minor surgeries
without anesthetic for fear of triggering a “slip.”

Officially, A.A. has “no opinion on outside
issues” which, according to the text, includes the use of
substances other than alcohol. But in this area, any new member of
A.A., commonly called a “newcomer,” would begin notice
discrepancies between the message of the “Fellowship” and the
“text” of the program. Every meeting and fellowship activity is
full of varied member opinions on the use of other chemicals, with
most groups considering the use any substance not prescribed by a
doctor as a “slip” or “relapse,” even though the program’s
literature states “the only requirement for membership is a desire
to stop drinking.”

Most fellowships ask members to identify as a
“newcomer” each time they slip. Any use of a mind- or mood-altering
substance, at any time not subject to the direction and supervision
of a doctor, restarts the clock on sober time. In many groups this
“re-start” involves standing in the meetings and publicly counting
these “sober” days until ninety days is achieved. In some places
this “counting days” process is practiced up to the first year.
This restart is generally expected by program members regardless of
the amount of time achieved, or the substances used. For many, the
process of “slipping” and starting over can become a debilitating
and demoralizing cycle that goes on for years. But since all of
A.A. is managed on the honor system, many members have altered
these high standards to accommodate their own habits and stumbles
from the ideal. These topics are often debated in the “rooms,”
i.e., any room where an A.A. meeting takes place, and this is often
the subject of splintering within a particular group. Many groups,
in meetings, have adopted a policy of discouraging “cross-talk,” or
responding to the content of another person’s share, in order to
prevent such heated debates.

Most fellowships have a night when they
celebrate “birthdays” or “anniversaries” (depending on the regional
name for the occasion). These celebrations mark the passage of a
year of continuous sobriety. The group usually sets these nights
aside as special occasions. People with a decade or more of
continuous sobriety are lauded for their achievement, and often
considered sages, in spite of whatever difficult realities lay
behind their success in working the steps.

The Program’s messages and applications vary
from region to region and even group to group. This malleability
makes it difficult to say what A.A. “is.” In spite of being well
organized internationally, the local nature of governance means
that even the most basic of expected structures, such as rules for
punctuation and the correct grammatical use of terms, can vary from
group to group.

An example of this is the actual timeline of
step work. In their original application, the steps were worked
successively, in a 24- to 48-hour period, in a hotel room, while
detoxing. Today, some groups still argue that success in A.A.
depends on a swift and thorough execution of the steps. Other
groups may say that working one step a year makes for a slow and
steady recovery. Many times these varied philosophies will be found
within the context of a single group, and differing opinions lead
to divisions into clique-like circles that make for heated group
politics. Much of this political heat centers around discussions of
what A.A. “is” and what it “is not.” And just as Protestant
factions splintered over time after the initial departure from
Catholicism, various forms and versions of twelve-step programs
have adapted for treating other addictions the literature that A.A.
developed, in large part because A.A. would label such discussion
as an “outside issue.” Among these groups are Narcotics Anonymous
and Crystal Meth Anonymous, two group meetings that are also widely
known in gay sober circles. Each of these various “splinter” groups
is a twelve-step program, which its members refer to as “the
Program.”

This variance is perhaps best regarded in what
may be the most universally applied A.A. slogan. It tells members
to “Take what you need—and leave the rest.” Twelve-steppers,
perhaps more than anyone, know that not all they prescribe will
work for all people. This is why a “group consciousness” drives the
governance of each individual meeting.

In spite of its tremendous malleability, there
are a few common ideas that will be found in almost every A.A.
meeting:

1) Sobriety requires total abstinence from
alcohol and recreational drugs.

2) Sobriety is best achieved on a spiritual
(God-centric) path, though it is possible to be agnostic and
achieve sobriety.

3) Alcoholism is an addiction, and addiction
is a life-threatening disease, one that ultimately claims the lives
of many users and many in the fellowship.

In spite of the program’s success, for many in
this world it may also be true that sobriety—defined as total
abstinence from mood-altering substances—is not really the best
answer. Some “sober” people rely on doctor-prescribed mood
stabilizers, some have issues with one substance but not another,
some gay men use amyl nitrate or ethyl chloride during sex but
don’t drink or use drugs, and some sober gay men have secret “slip
weekends” on the gay party circuit. Others, after an extended
period of sobriety, find they can leave the program and use with
some normalcy. Still others leave the twelve-step room but use what
they learned to stay sober.

Many people committed to the program shun
these alternative life choices, sure that any use of mind and
mood-altering substances is a developmental step backward—and any
step away from the program is a step toward using. If you choose to
step outside A.A’s model and define sobriety differently than
complete abstinence, there are not many places to seek help. Such
choices are often looked on with distain or negative peer pressure
from the true twelve-step devotees.

Beyond offering members the option to “leave
the rest,” the program has not evolved much since it was first
conceived. Even the seemingly inclusive “We Agnostics” chapter of
the Big Book states that while people can stay sober without
finding God, it also suggests that such people will not find all
the benefits offered by the Program and its promises. In this
chapter’s last few sentences, it is suggested that eventually, the
practice of the steps will give every person who wants sobriety a
God: “Some of us grow into it more slowly” (57).

The issue of anonymity, and what it means, has
been another commonly debated topic in A.A since the beginning.
Anonymity is not one of the steps. The Program’s most basic
statements regarding anonymity are contained in The Twelve
Traditions. The Eleventh Tradition reads, “Our public relations
policy is based on attraction rather than promotion; we need always
maintain personal anonymity at the level of press, radio, and
films.” And the Twelfth Tradition states, “Anonymity is the
spiritual foundation of all our traditions, ever reminding us to
place principles before personalities.”

Most of A.A.’s literature about anonymity is
focused on the public image of the group. A.A. hopes that the
success of the many will never be tied to the public image of a few
individuals, especially those who might fail at the journey of
life-long sobriety, which A.A. admittedly knows to be a tall order.
The prefaces to the first two editions of Alcoholics
Anonymous each speak to the role of anonymity in managing the
group’s response to an overwhelming amount of publicity and an
unmanageable growth, and the need to place the group’s message
ahead of any individual in the spotlight.

A.A.’s official chapter on the Twelfth
Tradition is found in The Twelve Steps and the Twelve
Traditions. It speaks about protecting A.A. from questionable
publicity generated by individuals who may undercut its values. It
clearly asks, “How anonymous should an A.A. member be?” The book
discusses the organization’s long debate on the topic. In the end,
in spite of its own writings on the topic, most A.A. members hold
anonymity to be a “spiritual tenet” of the Program, one that many
still deem vital to any individual’s success in the program. A.A.’s
official statement on a member’s choice to be public can be found
in the pamphlet “A.A. Facts”:

An A.A. member may, for various
reasons, “break anonymity” deliberately at the public level. Since
this is a matter of individual choice and conscience, the
Fellowship as a whole obviously has no control over such deviations
from tradition. It is clear, however, that such individuals do not
have the approval of the overwhelming majority of
members.

 


When it comes to gay men, there might be a
need for re-thinking the Program as it presents itself, including
the use of anonymity. Gay men are commonly more mobile than
heterosexuals, better educated, and more likely to rebel against
social norms than the average non-gay member of A.A. Gay men also
have their own sub-cultures. Each is a more complex and modern
culture than that of A.A.’s at its founding. Rightly or wrongly,
substance use in gay culture can be our rite of passage, socially
bonding us as men in our tribe. It is, sometimes our thing.
It can be easy for anyone to get lost in that part of gay culture
and to lose sight of the negative impact using these substances can
have, especially when they are associated with such emotionally
charged experiences as coming out and discovering sexuality. I
think that this experience is why much of gay culture still centers
on bars and circuit parties, in spite of all the political and
social advances we have made.

While many of us may associate our sexual
freedoms with our parties, others associate drinking and drug use
with the shame of the closet, stuffing unwanted desires into a
bottle. For these men, using can empower them through internalized
homophobia and self-hate, a cycle few manage to overcome once it
starts. Whatever the case, there is no doubt many gay men often
approach substance use differently than straight men. As such, they
might need to approach sobriety differently as well. A few out,
sober role models might be a good thing for our
community.

I can’t speak to why some contributors to this
book have chosen to reveal their identities, while others chose not
to. I can only speak to why I gave them the opportunity to do so.
A.A.’s Twelfth Tradition was the only place that A.A. told me what
I was to believe. The rest of the program said my spiritual life
was my own, and that I was free to explore, express, and examine it
without influence from the program. A.A. has always said I could
believe in anything, as long as I believed in something that
empowered me. But in the Twelfth Tradition it also said that I must
believe anonymity was a spiritual foundation of my program’s
success.

My sexuality and my use of substances were
linked from the time I accepted my first beer at my first gay
party. After hearing countless gay members of A.A. share their
story over more than twenty years, I can say that many gay men
experience a developmental link between coming out and discovering
their sexuality and the use of alcohol or other chemical
substances. In turn, so was my sobriety linked to my sexuality, in
complex ways it would take me decades to fully grasp. But my
sexuality is also linked to an “Out Loud and Proud” ideal, one that
I could never manage to reconcile with the anonymous nature of
twelve-step programs.

Leaving the Rest is about that complex
gay sober experience. It is not a book about getting sober, though
those stories are to be found here. This book is meant to explore
the bell-curve of recovery, the range of stories that includes the
many successful twelve-step versions, and some variations on that
traditional view. But like all samples, the bell curve is not fully
comprehensive or fully representative of what it means to be a gay
man in recovery.

The book is not only meant for those who are
embarking on the twelve-step journey for the first time; it is also
for those who are or have been in the program. It is also for those
people who care for gay alcoholics, as family members or as health
care providers. This is a book about understanding what it is to
live sober as gay men over time, or, in some cases, as sober as
possible. It is meant to help us rediscover and celebrate our
differences, both as people who suffer from “addictive” behaviors
and as gay individuals. Leaving the Rest is meant to help
gay men wrestling with questions of addiction to think about how
they might best approach their own lives and their own recovery
path. It is meant to inspire gay men to follow that most inner
voice, the one that tells us all what we must do to be happy.
Finally, it is meant to empower any gay man, anywhere, who is
struggling with these questions, at any point in his
life.

 



 


Dolly Would


Jim B.

 


I took my first drink my first weekend at
college. It was a pink wine cooler. My future was written in that
drink: I would be a gay alcoholic. Until that first taste, though,
I was still a virgin, to both men and liquor. The drink won me
first, the men would come later, and in the middle would come Dolly
Parton.

I was the Most Innocent of my high school
class. I was the obedient child. I never made waves or looked for
trouble. I earned good grades and played the violin. What I didn’t
understand then was that I wasn’t a golden boy; I was merely
paralyzed by fear, afraid of just about everything. People, places,
and things? Pshaw! That was just the beginning; I mostly feared
myself. What fear did not conquer, the relentless command “No, you
can’t” finished off the rest. Squished between Fear and Can’t, I
didn’t stand a chance.

It was the early eighties. The eve of my
adolescence coincided with the eve of AIDS. I feared my body and I
feared sex. Picked on for being skinny and beaten up for being a
homo, I hated my body and I misunderstood my sexuality long before
I even knew what it was. I thought that sex would bring AIDS, and
AIDS would bring shame, and AIDS would bring death.

So I hid. I hid from my body and I hid from
being gay. I evacuated my body and escaped into my mind, oblivious
to anything and everything from the neck down. Back then, before
King Alcohol, Fear, and Can’t gave me refuge, they kept me away
from men and sex. They wrapped me up tightly and hid me behind
thick walls. Safe and sound. They protected me. I could not see,
let alone imagine, a way out, and that suited me just fine. I
wanted no part in letting the genie out of the bottle. That is,
until I found alcohol.

Alcohol freed the genie. Or perhaps it would
be better to say that alcohol began to let me out, a little bit at
a time, and it kept me on a very short leash. I would let some
alcohol in and alcohol would let some of me out; that was our deal.
Alcohol was the magic potion that fixed me in ways I did not know I
was broken.

The drink loosened up this skinny boy from the
cornfields. Alcohol let me joke for the first time, alcohol let me
write for the first time. Alcohol helped me see who I could be, and
it was such a surprise to discover who had been hiding inside. This
wallflower began to blossom and step out from the wallpaper. As I
stepped into life, people began to notice me for the first time. I
began to make friends; professors told me that I had ideas, that I
had promise. Alcohol opened a door; it gave me a taste of my
personality. But back then, life was easy and drinks were fun.
White Russian, Black Russian, Bloody Mary, Burgundy, Blue Kamikaze,
and white Zinfandel, I wanted to try all the colors. During those
college years, alcohol was working; it was part of the solution.
Alcohol opened me up and made me bigger in many ways. It showed me
I could be strong and vibrant, it took away so many fears, but not
all of them, just some. I loved alcohol, it was my friend, even
better than a friend because alcohol never let me down, or so I
thought. I had no idea then that it was already in the process of
betraying me.

What I could not admit in those early days was
that I was gay. Alcohol helped me find my beginnings with that one,
too. Drunk one lonely Friday night my freshman year, I came out to
myself. Maudlin as it was, it was a start. At seventeen, pain
pushed me out of the closet, but not into bed or the arms of a man.
I realize now that this was the first time I got drunk alone. It is
no surprise that the lines of emergent sexuality and alcohol met
that night; the sad truth is they met that night and remained
hopelessly intertwined for another twenty years.

I began a two year Master’s program that took
me over six years to complete (I can be tenacious, if anything).
During those years, life got harder, and King Alcohol’s potion
turned subtly sour. Those were desperate days. I so wanted to
finish that degree, to write that thesis, but I could not figure
out what to do or where to start. Just as much, I desperately
wanted to have sex and love a man and be loved, but like that
thesis, I could not figure out how to do any of it. Life was such a
mystery in those dark days of my twenties. My psyche had become
some kind of complicated playing field. The ball was always in the
air, but it never really went anywhere, or at least I certainly did
not. I just spun in circles. Those were the days of some
alcohol and much “-ism.” In a nutshell, I was officially a
mess.

At the end of my twenties, I went back to
school and landed in Paris. There, I mark the beginning of my
proverbial bottom. In France, without friends, family, and cultural
expectations (read, limitations and boundaries), I was free and had
a paycheck, so I drank and drank and drank. I could drink because I
had no witnesses and yet I drank because I was so terribly lonely.
I was desperate for an intimacy that I did not know and a human
touch that I would not allow myself to have. That was my bottom,
and I dragged and bumped along that bottom until I finally quit
drinking seven years later.

In the gray wet winter of Paris 2007, I
realized I was done. I got sober. It was the first day of
spring.

Flash forward almost six years and my life has
changed little on the outside. Same address, same job, just less
hair. On the inside, much has changed. My fears are slipping away
and so, too, are the resentments. Fear and Can’t are losing power,
although they do like to pop in now and then to ruin my day. In
sobriety, I have accepted my body, and I have come to love its
flaws. I have embraced my sexuality and Fear and Can’t no longer
hold me paralyzed; I now enjoy a healthy sex life (and wink, wink,
so do the men who love me). Once dark and grumpy, I now smile and
make people laugh. I used to hide my eyes, now I look up with them
and smile with a sparkle; I can smile at myself. When I drank, I
wore only black, now I only wear colors. I used to wear baggy
clothes to hide my skinny body, now I wear tight jeans because
quite frankly, they make me look good. I know freedom now; I am no
longer dependent on alcohol. I no longer run in fear, now I walk in
ease, I walk in joy. I have made peace with my past and I no longer
fear the future. I remember insanity and I remember anger, but now
I know serenity and now I know peace. I am no longer hopeless, now
I help others and have hope for them and hope for myself. It is no
longer a question of half full or half empty, nowadays, the glass
is full, period. The unknown future no longer troubles me like it
used to, everything will unfold following divine order, and I will
receive my divine orders; I always do.

I have all this now. How did I do it? How did
I get it? What’s my secret? In a word: Dolly. In two words: Dolly
Parton.

But I’m getting ahead of myself. That first
year, I worked exclusively with a therapist. A year later I knew I
needed something more, a new plan. I decided I would try
Alcoholics Anonymous. I figured that with almost a year of sobriety
under my belt, I was already sober, fixed and cured, so in order to
keep me interested it would have to be really good, it would have
to knock my socks off. So I went, but with the stipulation that I
would test it, for the summer. I was not signing up for the
lifetime plan; I wanted to take it for a test drive, let’s call it
“summer school.” More importantly if I had to go, it would have to
be gay A.A., the least I could do for myself was to find my
gay tribe.

At that first meeting, two critical things
happened. A guy said, “When I drank, my life was about alcohol. Now
that I’m sober, my life is about what I want it to be.” I knew he
was on to something, but I wanted to know exactly what he was on
to. After the meeting when the guy next to me realized that
it was my first meeting, he advised me, Take from it what you
want. He gave me permission to question; I needed that. Those
two men baited and hooked me; they had me at hello—hook, line, and
sinker—and I didn’t even see it coming.

So it began. I went in seeking protection from
alcohol, and I found it in bits and pieces, in unexpected shapes
and forms. Those bits and pieces became the paving stones of and
toward my spiritual path.

Fortunately, though, I did not realize any of
this at the beginning. I did not want God, I did not want some
“higher power,” I did not want half of the stuff written on those
walls; I came because I wanted peace, I came because I wanted to
stay sober.

The first piece I picked up was the Serenity
Prayer. For me, the Serenity Prayer wasn’t a prayer, it was a tool.
The logic and axiomatic simplicity of those words appealed to my
strong sense of reason straightaway (how could anything logical
like that be a prayer, anyway?). There are things that I can
change, and there are things I cannot change. If I cannot change
them, I have to accept them. If I can change them, then I must
change them. To this beginner, that wasn’t a prayer, that was a
flow chart; I loved it and I used it all the time.

Even though I scooped up the Serenity Prayer
early on, I resisted practically every other aspect of the program
those first months. That said, I still went, every Tuesday night.
Alcoholics Anonymous is undeniably the greatest show in town, and I
went for the show, for the stories, for the people. I went back
because I wanted to find out how the stories would turn
out.

During that A.A. summer school, I met a woman
named Georgia; she became my first friend in A.A., and she changed
my life. Old enough to be my mother, and with over twenty years of
sobriety, Georgia understood exactly how to handle this porcupine
of a newcomer; she took me to dinner. With her partner, Catherine,
we would have carry-out rotisserie chicken at their dining room
table and talk gossip and program. Georgia told me one of those
first nights, “Jimbo, you’re in the right place.”

What could be more ridiculous?! Never
in my life had I been in the right place, and yet, wise Georgia
knew and understood things far above my head. For as much as I
wanted to resist and critique and disbelieve and deny, I knew I
needed to shut up and to try to understand. Those words made me
uncomfortable because they made me realize very deeply that not
only had I never felt in the right place before, but I was not
feeling so sure about where I was at that very moment. Even deeper,
more pointedly, Georgia’s declaration made me recognize that I had
never felt as if I had ever belonged anywhere
before.

For me, the thought of being in the right
place constituted a radical shift in perspective. The lesson
assured me that I was perfectly fine just the way I was, where I
was. It took me a while to absorb this one (honestly, it took
years). At first, all I could do was look at my feet and see where
they were. All I could do was feel it in my feet. Neither my heart
nor my mind could feel that rightness, so my legs and feet began
the process. My heart and my mind eventually absorbed and accepted
the validity of the message, and it slowly brought me confidence,
which in turn slowed down my racing mind and slowed down my racing
feet. This first lesson became the most powerful, and the most
beautiful, spiritual lesson I have ever learned this
far.

It first meant simply that I was physically in
the right place, as in, not in front of a bottle of red wine. It
did not take me long to understand that being in the right place
was much deeper than my feet standing in the right place, that it
was about divine order, and that there are no mistakes, there are
no wrong answers, that there is no waste. This understanding
brought me peace and helped me see the right where I had previously
only seen the wrong. The idea helped me discover that there exists
a natural order to the world and that I had a place in it. Being in
the right place was just Georgia’s spin on a spiritual law, she
just used the vernacular.
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