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The 12-Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous

1.

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

 


2.

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

 


3.

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

 


4.

Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.

 


5.

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

 


6.

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

 


7.

Humbly asked Him to remove our shortcomings.


 


8.

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

 


9.

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

 


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 God as we understood Him, praying only for knowledge of His will for us and the power to carry that out.

 


12.

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

The 12-Steps are reprinted and adapted with permission of Alcoholics Anonymous Word Services, Inc. Permission to reprint and adapt the 12-Steps does not mean that AA has reviewed or approved the contents of this publication, nor that AA agrees with the steps expressed herein. AA is a program of recovery from alcoholism — use of the 12-Steps in connection with programs and activities which are patterned after AA, but which address other problems, does not imply otherwise.
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Foreword

In 1935 in the small town of Akron, Ohio, Bill Wilson and Dr. Bob Smith came together to help keep each other sober. Both had been unable to manage their drinking alone, and both knew that their drinking problem was much more than a lack of will or loose morals. Both were on a path that could only lead to “ jails, institutions and death.”

Through their conversations, they realized that the problem with their drinking was at its core, a spiritual disease. Although their drinking had painfully obvious physical, emotional and psychological consequences, they found that no true healing, and in turn lasting sobriety, could happen until the spiritual nature of their addiction was addressed.

It was out of this realization – the realization of two alcoholics trying to keep each other sober – that Alcoholics Anonymous was born. More importantly, the 12-Steps, which make up the crux of AA Philosophy and recovery, were penned using the work of William Silkworth, MD as a template.

Since those early days with Bill W. and Dr. Bob, a lot has changed. The two became four, and four became many thousands of people. Alcoholics Anonymous has found its way to almost every country on earth. Meetings are held in almost every town and in almost every language. Millions have been able to find freedom from their addiction.

The 12-Steps were not specific to just alcoholics, however. Since the days when Bill W. and Dr. Bob first penned them, scores of 12-Step meetings have sprung up, helping everyone with every form of addiction imaginable. From compulsive over-eaters to gamblers, from co-dependants to sex and love abusers, the 12-Steps have helped millions of people find freedom from their addictions.

Any 12-Stepper will tell you that the secret to the 12-Steps is two-fold. First, it is simple. It is a philosophy that a child could understand. In fact, most children understand the 12-Steps naturally. In a sense the 12-Steps merely remind
us of what is encoded in the very cells of our bodies. Rather than burden the recovering person with complex philosophies, the 12-Steps offer a new way of seeing the world and a profoundly effective way of dealing with conflict. In short, the 12-Steps bring order to chaos by teaching the addict to respond to life in ways that are far healthier than feeding one’s addiction.

There was a very popular TV show in the 1970s called The Greatest American Hero. The basic storyline in the show was about a young man who found a suit. The suit made him a superhero with all sorts of supernatural abilities. The problem was that he didn’t have the instruction book to go with it. As a result, the suit was always getting him into trouble. In many ways, addicts are like the Greatest American Hero in that they have tremendous power, and yet they have lost the instructions for how to use it. For many, the 12-Steps are that instruction book.

The second reason the 12-Steps work for so many people is that they are spiritual in nature. Rather than just abstaining from one’s addictions, the 12-Steps ask people to fill that void with a deeper understanding of Spirit. Exactly how this is to be done is left up to the individual. But the key to the dramatic success of the 12-Steps is undisputedly their focus on the spiritual.

Addiction is a very multifaceted disease. Although its origin is spiritual, its effects are almost always felt on the physical, emotional and psychological levels as well. It is for this reason that so many people in 12-Step recovery programs find yoga to be an essential tool to support them in their healing.

Like other forms of meditation, yoga addresses the spiritual issues that the 12-Steps would have us address. But it also has notable physical and emotional benefits that are of particular interest to a person in recovery. Annalisa Cunningham’s book Stretch and Surrender (Healing Addictions with Yoga) is an inspired work that brings these two separate but complementary practices together. The word yoga means “union,” and that is exactly what Stretch and Surrender achieves. A union of two of the most transformative practices humanity has ever known.

Annalisa’s writing is very clear and easy to follow, as are her ideas about using yoga and affirmations with the 12-Steps. Annalisa’s words are fluid and easy to wrap your brain around. What is most profound about Stretch and Surrender is the way Annalisa eloquently uses affirmations that sink right to the heart of each pose. The affirmations are obviously richly inspired — channeled even — and they make the connection between body and mind as well as between yoga and the 12-Steps obvious and meaningful.

During my own personal journey through 12-step recovery, and many years of professional observation, I have seen yoga complement the recovery program
outlined in the 12-Steps. I have often looked for books to recommend to my students who are in recovery and have not been able to find one — that is until now. Stretch and Surrender (Healing Addictions with Yoga) is the bridge between two great spiritual paths that so many in 12-step recovery have been seeking.

Darren John Main, 
author of Yoga and the Path of the Urban Mystic 
(www.darrenmain.com)
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Live and Let Live.


Introduction

Hindsight is a wonderful gift. It reminds us that at any given moment a lot more is going on than we can know. Often the things that happen to us are preparation for the future and for a greater purpose. When I look back on my life I can see that the hardships I’ve faced have been essential for my growth; the lessons I have learned continue to help me. It was just those hardships that led me to seek healing through yoga, recovery through the 12-Steps, and education in counseling and communication. I realized that putting all those tools together into a single “healing work” is very powerful. This book is my way of sharing this with you.

I began my life growing up in an alcoholic family (and who would ever have thought that I would be forgiving of and even grateful for those hard lessons). By the time I left home at the age of eighteen, I was well prepared as a codependent in denial.

As soon as I was on my own, I immediately became involved in the holistic health field. I now realize that I was subconsciously attempting to heal myself through the study of stress-reduction techniques. I became certified as a massage practitioner and Hatha yoga teacher. Giving massages and teaching yoga were very fulfilling for me. I got my esteem from helping others and I became more relaxed myself. It’s true that we teach what we need to learn.

At the same time I was also going to college and studying interpersonal communications. After graduating, I married a man with two children from a previous marriage, and I soon found myself living in another alcoholic family system. The marriage brought out my compulsive, codependent tendencies in full force. I stopped teaching yoga, stopped giving massages, and I put all of my energy into trying to change my husband. As my efforts to change him failed, I became angry, resentful, and depressed. I also developed health problems. After my marriage ended in divorce, a friend suggested that I go to an Al-Anon meeting.
There I was introduced to the 12-Step program, which became the foundation for my life. I also began attending Adult Children of Alcoholics meetings.

As I began to get my life back together I accepted a part-time job teaching communications at California State University, Chico. A year later I entered a graduate program in Counseling. I also started teaching yoga again. I continued attending Adult Children of Alcoholic meetings on a regular basis.

The meetings were helping me emotionally and spiritually, but they failed to address the physical aspects of my recovery. For example, after sitting for two hours at a meeting I felt the need to stretch and relax. If I drank a lot of coffee or was bothered by smoke at the meeting, I would end up feeling physically worse than when I had arrived. I was grateful for my knowledge of yoga and relaxation techniques to help me relieve the stress in my body.

My masters program in Counseling led me into an internship at Feather River Alcohol and Chemical Recovery Program in Paradise, California. Three months after volunteering my time there I was offered a job as a counselor. I accepted the position and became more involved in addiction recovery.

One of the first things I discovered while counseling alcoholics and addicts was that they didn’t have healthy skills for dealing with stress. When they were stressed they would drink or use. Teaching them new skills for handling stress in their lives seemed like an important ingredient for their continued recovery.

In addition to fulfilling my job requirements as a counselor, I developed a yoga program for both the patients and their family members. I adapted the yoga specifically to the 12-Step philosophy, using affirmations and visualizations designed to encourage and enhance recovery. At first the patients were skeptical. They didn’t know what yoga was and were a little afraid to try it. But after one or two sessions the feedback turned positive. The stretching helped people get in touch with their bodies and the relaxation was especially appreciated.

The program was held at a 28 day inpatient recovery hospital. This gave me one month to teach the classes. I offered yoga classes three times a week.

Monday yoga classes were designed for the patients only. Many of these people were going through detox so medical supervision was important. These classes were offered in a slow, gentle manner with emphasis on breathing, visualization, relaxation, and meditation. Postures were done very gently and adapted to each person’s ability.

Wednesday yoga classes were available to the family members only. Anyone who lives with an alcoholic or addict is living in a stressful situation. These people also need recovery and are enouraged to attend Al Anon meetings, Codependents Anonymous, Adult Children of Alcoholics, or other 12-Step meetings
that are appropriate. In teaching yoga to the family members I emphasized self care and responsibilty since family members have a tendency to blame the addict for their unhappiness. Again the class focus was on gentle, healing yoga with an emphasis on forgiveness, acceptance, honesty and self love.

On Fridays I held the yoga class for both the patients and their family members. This gave them an opportunity to participate in a new activity that they could contine to practice together once the patient returned home. Taking yoga classes together helped establish bonding and a healthy lifestyle change for their continued recovery.

Once the patients were released from the hospital, several people expressed a desire to continue taking my yoga classes. I began offering classes in the general community, structured specifically for people working a 12-Step program. Response was enthusiastic and my classes were full. One of the aspects I appreciated is that my classes attracted people from various branches of the 12-Step movement. A typical class consisted of recovering addicts, alcoholics, codependents, people with eating disorders, and adult children from dysfunctional families. Usually these people are separated with their own special meeting, but in my classes they were gathered together with the common bond of sharing the 12-Step philosophy. Though their problems vary, the solution is the same. In stretching our bodies we also stretch our minds and stretch the limits of our recovery processes.

The 12-Step program of recovery is a physical, mental/emotional, and spiritual program. The practice of yoga is also a physical, mental/emotional and spiritual practice. Both aim at healing the whole person. In my particular situation, however, the spiritual aspect of yoga didn’t quite fit. The practice gave me no tools for confronting my codependent issues. On the other hand, I found little support in the 12-Step program for addressing the physical aspects of my disease.

This book synthesizes the best healing aspects of both systems. It offers specific techniques to help the body recover from stress and abuse. It brings the benefits of Hatha Yoga, an Eastern system of health care, into alignment with the Western 12-Step philosophy. This combination opens new doors to recovery. With this book, I invite you to stretch your potential toward wellness and surrender into greater healing.

May you find yoga to be a wonderful support for improved health, relaxation and healing from addiction.
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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.


CHAPTER 1

The 12-Step Approach to Recovery

I was first introduced to the 12-Step program of recovery in 1984. Prior to that time I had explored many of the New Age metaphysical teachings as a way to subconsciously heal myself. In those days, I believed that healing meant transcending my pain. I wanted to skip over my sorrow and unhealed wounds through meditation and other spiritual practices. I used the New Age teachings as a form of denial.

Getting into recovery and meeting people in the 12-Step program gave me a new perspective and depth. It allowed me to plunge into my soul rather than stay in flight of spirit. This was the place where I first explored the unfinished business of my heart.

These days I seek balance. I am not currently involved in the 12-Step programs the way I was when I originally wrote this book. My life has taken me in new directions of nurturing and healing. I do, however, remain in conscious awareness of my need for emotional and spiritual support. I maintain my willingness to grow and change and become all that I can be. Rather than call myself a recovering person, I now refer to myself as someone in discovery. I also no longer readily label myself as codependent or an addict or an adult child of an alcoholic. Beyond those labels, I am a sacred being. Life is sacred and we who are alive are a part of that. I honor my sacredness by continuing to heal and change and grow.

Recovery from alcoholism, substance abuse, and other compulsive, addictive behaviors involves a complete lifestyle change. True recovery means much more than mere sobriety, which is only a beginning. It means recovery of our self-esteem and self worth. It means recovery of our integrity. It means reconnecting with the part of ourselves that is able to give and receive love. It means reconnecting with the mystery of life and with our spirituality. It means recovery of the complete self: physically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually. True
recovery is an ongoing process. It requires a lifestyle that enhances the health and growth of the whole person.

For people who are new to recovery, attending 12-Step meetings can be extremely helpful. I was so grateful to find the support I needed from people at the meetings, and to learn about the 12-Step philosophy which became a foundation for healing in my life. This chapter gives a brief overview of the 12-Steps. I’m including several paragraphs from the original writing of this book which will read as though I am still actively attending 12-Step meetings. Rather than change the sentence structure to past tense I find it more effective to keep my voice alive in the present. As I reread this chapter it helps me honor the path that has lead me to where I am today.


A Person in Recovery

I have called myself a recovering person since the night in 1984 when I attended my first meeting for Adult children of Alcoholics. I refer to myself that way because I attend 12-Step support meetings regularly and I use the steps as a foundation for healing in my life.

When I tell people that I am a recovering person they often ask me what I am recovering from. There is no easy answer to that question. I can explain that I grew up in an alcoholic family and that I am recovering from codependent behaviors, such as trying to change, control, or rescue other people. I may talk about recovering from workaholism, or the period of drug abuse in my life.

Sometimes I simply say that I am recovering from a lack of self love, self-acceptance, self-esteem and self-worth. We all have plenty of things to recover from.

But for me, the more important question is what am I recovering to? When I first got into the 12-Step program I spent a great deal of time looking at the problem. I recognized the fact that I had grown up in an alcoholic family; I analyzed my behaviors and realized how self-defeating they were. With the support of the program I allowed myself to feel the depths of my pain. That was an important process. I needed to move past my denial and accept the problem in order to begin to heal.

Now my focus is on looking at the solution. I am learning new tools and skills to help change my self-defeating patterns, habits, and attitudes. I am choosing a lifestyle that encourages my growth and helps me to love and accept myself exactly as I am right now in recovery: changing, growing, and becoming.
The three main pillars of this lifestyle are working the 12-Steps, attending support meetings, and practicing a health care program that takes care of my body, mind, and spirit.

This book is about that kind of health care. It is about finding wellness, finding wholeness in ourselves. It introduces Hatha yoga, an eastern health care system, and adapts it to the 12-Step philosophy to provide a practical how-to guide to improve health and relaxation for recovering alcoholics, addicts, codependents, and adult children from dysfunctional families. It offers new tools for reducing stress and creating healing effects in the body and mind. As you incorporate proper health care into your lifestyle, you will reach new levels of recovery and gain new skills for living in the solution.

I want to emphasize that this health-care system is a practice to be used for recovery along with working the 12-Steps and attending meetings. It is not meant to be a replacement for them. I believe that working the steps can be instrumental in helping people to heal and attain true recovery. The rest of this chapter will briefly describe the steps and will discuss the importance of attending meetings. Those of you who are familiar with this process may want to just skim over these sections and move on to Chapter Two, which explains how Hatha yoga fits into the 12-Steps.

For those of you who are unfamiliar with or new to the 12-Step program, please understand that my explanation is merely a brief introduction. I encourage you to seek out further information about the 12-Step program and to discover for yourself the value and support this program offers. There is a resource list at the end of this book to help you find meetings in your area.




Working the Steps

The 12-Steps, originally designed for Alcoholics Anonymous, have been adapted to help millions of people suffering from dependencies over which they are powerless. The upsurge of fellowships such as Narcotics Anonymous, Overeaters Anonymous, Codependents Anonymous, Sex and Love Addicts Anonymous, and others, attests to the growth and success of the 12-Step movement.

The 12-Steps represent a blueprint for recovery. They constitute a prescription for a spiritual awakening built upon a foundation of fellowship, faith, and service to others. The process entails more than simply stopping the compulsive or addictive behavior. When the addictive behavior is removed from our life, the human condition remains. Being human means experiencing life’s sorrows
as well as life’s joys. We all know that life is not always easy. The 12-Steps offer a framework for self-help in facing life’s challenges on life’s terms. The most crucial factor in this framework is the acknowledgment and acceptance of the spiritual dimension of our lives.

When we recognize that we are spiritual beings who have forgotten our innate wholeness, our hearts begin to open. As our hearts open, we shift from blame, guilt, and remorse to acceptance, forgiveness, and compassion. We begin to understand that our cravings for alcohol, drugs, and other distractions were attempts to fill a spiritual void. The nature of addiction is to seek ways to connect with something outside the self for a feeling of transcendence and/or worthiness. Unfortunately this outer-directed search often leads to dependency on the object, person, or behavior. Only by embracing our own divine nature can we truly fill the emptiness inside. The 12-Steps, adapted below,* give us a map to a spiritual path and awakening. As we open our hearts and listen within to our own spiritual truth we bring resolution and wholeness into our lives.

 


The first three steps directly address this spiritual dimension:



STEP ONE

We admit we are powerless over our addiction, that our lives have become unmanageable.

 


STEP TWO

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

 


STEP THREE

We have made a decision to turn our will and our lives to the care of God as we understand Him (or Her or It).



These first three steps have been likened to the experience of the dark night of the soul before the dawn. Often we have to feel hopeless, stuck, and desperate before we are willing to take the first step. The second step shows the promise of light at the end of the tunnel, and the third step leads the way to the light.

After taking these first three essential steps, the remaining nine steps guide us away from self-destructive attitudes and actions to a path of honesty, integrity, forgiveness, and service.



STEP FOUR

We have made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.

 


STEP FIVE

We have admitted to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs.

 


STEP SIX

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

 


STEP SEVEN

We humbly ask God to remove our shortcomings.

* For the original language, see page 4.

 


STEP EIGHT

We have made a list of all persons we have harmed, and are willing to make amends to them all.

 


STEP NINE

We have made direct amends to such people whenever possible, except when to do so would injure them or others.

 


STEP TEN

We continue to take personal inventory and when we are wrong, promptly admit it.

 


STEP ELEVEN

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

 


STEP TWELVE

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



It is important to note that the spirituality emphasized in the 12-Step program is not limited to any specific religion or denomination. Although the word
“God” is used, each person’s particular understanding is accepted and encouraged. Oftentimes people in the 12-Step movement substitute the words “Higher Power” to help relay the message that this program is spiritual rather than religious. Spirituality is a universal experience that transcends race, culture, tradition, and belief. It is a feeling that emerges within us when we open our hearts to ourselves, to one another, and to the divine mystery of life. It is a feeling of connection with all living things and a feeling of wholeness that brings healing into our lives.

When I first learned about the 12-Step program and was introduced to the idea of “Higher Power,” I related it to the higher energy that I feel when I am in nature. When I spend time in nature, at the ocean for instance, or in the redwoods, I am aware of an energy that is greater than I. The beauty and perfection of nature are miraculous. It is the beauty of nature and the mystery of life that have helped me acknowledge my own divine nature and to surrender my will to the care of a Higher Power.

I don’t always feel surrendered though. Sometimes I fall into old ways of thinking; that I am the one in control and that I carry the weight of the world on my shoulders. I start to feel overwhelmed. I forget about my spirituality and I focus on externals to try to get happiness. I lose connection with the higher energy. I start to feel defeat and lack in myself. Then I have to remind myself to go back to the first step, and admit that I am powerless, that my life has become unmanageable. From there I go right on to the second step: there is a power greater than myself that can restore me to sanity. And so I surrender (step three) — over and over again. It is a continual process — this is “working the steps.” Each step can be done over and over again as we slowly peel away the layers of our self-defeating attitudes and behaviors. Each step has a gift to offer.

In the fourth step we are asked to make an inventory of ourselves. This requires self-honesty and a willingness to look at ourselves for who we are and where we’ve been. Self-honesty is necessary for building self-respect. In working this step, our capacity to grow into who we can become is strengthened.

Step five encourages us to admit the nature of our wrongs to God, to ourselves, and to another person. When we discuss our human mistakes and failures with another person, we acquire enough humility and honesty to truly heal. This undertaking places us in a vulnerable position, yet it gives us a feeling of relief as we accept our mistakes and become eligible for forgiveness.


The sixth step signifies that we are ready to change. For many of us, this first requires that we realize we are worthy of healing. Every one of us — everyone who has life — is worthy of healing, but many of us who are recovering from self-destructive attitudes and behaviors have trouble believing that. Regaining a sense of self-worth is an important part of recovery.

In step seven we turn to God and ask Him (or Her or It) to remove our shortcomings. This is an action toward accepting our worth, and our right as a human being to heal and to be whole.
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