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				“Barbara S. Cole has a beautiful, at times poetic, way of describing the gifts held within the promises of sobriety. This is a book to read when hope and gratitude have been distant friends.”

				—Craig Nakken, M.S.W.

				Author, The Addictive Personality

				“Living a life of spiritual principles has its rewards, as described in Gifts of Sobriety. Barbara Cole shows readers how to recognize the miracle of recovery as it unfolds in their lives. This book can be a great catalyst for spiritual progress.”

				—Allen A. Tighe, M.S., C.C.D.C.R.

				Hazelden clinical supervisor 

				and author of Stop the Chaos

				“Gifts of Sobriety is beautifully written, gentle, profoundly human, and utterly positive. Barbara S. Cole illuminates the journey of recovery as full of hope and promises kept. This is a must read for those in early recovery, their families, and those ready for a deeper understanding of the journey they have begun.”

				—Patricia A. O’Gorman, Ph.D.

				Author, Dancing Backwards in High Heels 

				and Parenting and Addiction

				“Barbara Cole has given the Twelve Promises found in the Big Book the emphasis that they truly deserve. Her book will serve the newcomer as well as the old-timer with a hefty measure of insight and sustenance. I especially appreciated how she interwove the Twelve Promises with the Twelve Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous.”

				—Karen Casey

				Author, Each Day a New Beginning
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				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 how our experience can benefit others. That feeling of uselessness and self-pity will disappear. We will lose interest in selfish things and gain interest in our fellows. Self-seeking will slip away. Our whole attitude and outlook upon life will change. Fear of people and of economic insecurity will leave us. We will intuitively know how to handle situations which used to baffle us. We will suddenly realize that God is doing for us what we could not do for ourselves.

				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.

				—Alcoholics Anonymous, third edition, 

				pages 83–84
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				Introduction: The Promises of Sobriety


				Why should anyone undertake the painful journey to be free of alcohol or drug addiction? It is so easy to turn a deaf ear to the impending reality of the consequences that addiction brings, so very easy to put off the inevitable fear and discomfort of withdrawal. It is easy to continue to believe that if only we can find just one more way to prolong drinking and drug use, the mystical, magical something will appear and relieve us of our devastating shame and embarrassment that continued use brings. Loss after loss, tragedy after senseless, avoidable tragedy, we or our loved ones afflicted with addictive disease find it easier to forge ahead, trying everything we know to minimize the maddening, debilitating consequences.


				Hitting a wall of truth may appear, at the outset, to be something one should avoid at all costs, for it would seem to cause insurmountable pain for us and for others whom we are connected to on a deep, heartfelt level. However, there are good reasons to intervene in the cycle of addiction. Sadly, it doesn’t often appear to make great sense to intervene until the consequences of the addiction have mounted to an intolerable point. The primary good reasons to intervene may be those of threats to employment, loss of ability to support our families, loss of an important network of acquaintances.


				Then there are the secondary reasons, the reasons we attach to what could be called our ego needs. Fear of embarrassment, of letting others down, of admitting that we have behaved less than honorably toward those who have held us in high esteem. Fear of recognizing just how deeply we feel any kind of pain from any source. Guilt from participating in helping the addicted person’s problem grow worse (we drank or used with this person and now he or she is hurting from it). The fear of the fall from the pedestal that we have worked so hard to develop and protect is so tremendous that it is nearly untouchable, no matter how much we despise the pedestal and how it isolates us from others whom we care about.


				We are, after all, kind and loving on the inside and don’t wish to cause anyone, including ourselves, disappointment or harm. So we run from the truth of the growing emergency, whether it is about ourselves or someone we care deeply about. We think that the truth will hurt. We think that it will chase the person away. 


				The Other Side of the Struggle 


				Despite this great, symbolic wall of fear and concern, we know that in the fringes of our world, here and there, exist a few who have been able to stop drinking and using drugs. They have managed to make sanity out of insanity somehow, and occasionally have put their new sober lives together in a way that looks attractive to us. And we know in our hearts that we can be like them, if only we could muster the courage or the commitment, if only we could get all of the perfect circumstances lined up “just right”. . . if only. . . . In other words, somehow, we know a few people in recovery who have shown us that for all the pain of their journey, they have found a new freedom and a new happiness. It intrigues us that this type of freedom and happiness was not available to them before they dealt with this wall.


				The faint intrigue that we may feel as we peer into their lives is really the seed, or beginning point, of health. That intrigue is all that the disease of alcoholism and addiction did not yet destroy. Let us begin with little more than our mild curiosity about those who have gone before us to break through the madness and waste that addiction brings. 


				Why do those who break free of this mad way of life choose to go through what seems as if it will be an insurmountable wild ride? One recovering woman said, “For as much pain as I’ve gone through, am I ever going to feel as much pleasure? Is there some cosmic balance in all of this?” Good question! Just what is on the other side of the struggle? The answer to this question is precisely what this book is about. Sometimes the only way to know what is possible to achieve is to see it being enjoyed by others. 


				Often overtaken by this disease ourselves, we are weakened in our faith, health, and ability to even imagine what life will be like if we only persevere in getting and staying sober. Fortunately, the stories in this book celebrate the indisputable fact that people can and do stay sober and, as a result, have marvelous things happen to them. In these pages, you will read the stories of people who have managed to surrender to the disease of alcoholism and addiction in order to free up their energy for pursuits that are life-giving instead of life-taking. They surrender the war to win it. They will share with you how they now regard their full, free, rewarding lives. 


				Millions Have Gone Ahead


				Sometimes it is necessary to know that you or someone you love is not going to be the pioneer, or the first one, to see if such a thing as total abstinence from all mood-altering substances is possible. Fortunately for you and yours, millions of people have gone ahead, freed of the compulsion to drink and use any other mood-altering substance, and have built new lives that are full of the gifts of sobriety. 


				Here, in these pages, those who have gone before you will share why it makes terrific sense to face their worst fears, risk “rocking the boat,” and bravely move into the next phase of their lives: the wondrous phase of life that is entirely free from the negativity and destruction of drugs and alcohol. They are free to love, free to learn new things, free to make changes no matter how painful the process, and free to enjoy the outcome of their transformation from negative to positive, isolated to connected, self-hate to self-love. 


				This book is made for giving. It is created for those who need to remember the struggle from whence they came. It is made for those who are about to embark upon an amazing journey of transformation. It is made for the merely curious. There is nothing wrong with timidly peeking into a new world way before deciding to set out on the journey toward that world. This journey leads to complete connection without the gauze of numbness that eventually suffocates the victim. Nobody guarantees that this journey will be easy. It took time to create the problem. It will take time to resolve it. It will not be as easy getting out as it was going in, until the healing process is firmly established. And then, once it takes root and begins to flourish, recovery will be the easiest, simplest thing in the world. 


				This book is also for helping family members understand the worthiness of this journey toward sanity. It is often difficult to stomach one’s understanding that addiction drags everybody into the problem, on every scale and level imaginable.


				However, touch this problem in a positive way and touch the solution for everybody. Addictive disease has spread throughout our families and our culture, but it is not so stalwart that it cannot be put in permanent remission. The hopeful part of this is that, although alcoholism and addiction is a disease, it is one which can be lived with graciously. Conscious awareness of it, also called the breaking of denial, is as effective to addictive disease as pouring disinfectant over bacteria. It is a relief to know what the possibilities are and that, ultimately, lending one’s time, money, emotions, and energy may very well result in something more meaningful than mere temporary relief from consequences. Often even a remote glimpse of what this relief looks and feels like to others is enough to keep a spouse from leaving a committed relationship five minutes before the miracle occurs.


				Uncovering the Real Self


				Sometimes seeing reality results in just the opposite outcome, as the person puzzled about how to improve the quality of his or her life finally achieves some real-world clarity and understanding. Sobriety often brings long pent-up truth to a given situation. Even if painful, rarely is facing the truth not a relief in the long run.


				When we are actively addicted to a substance, we cover up something precious that only those closest to us can see. This precious something is our real self. Despite our attempts to cover up our true, vulnerable selves to hide the mess of our addicted lives, still the original spirit inside peeks through here and there. A beautiful soul rarely refuses to be covered up without a decent fight. When the soul fights, those who love us see it. And those who love us see this truth about ourselves that we may not be able to see any longer. They often work (too) hard to convince us of a goodness in ourselves that we can only disbelieve the more they try. To see it, to believe them, is to begin cutting through the trickery of the disease.


				Because it is the nature of this disease to catch others in the web of illness, often the people closest to us, those who still believe in us and see our goodness, grow weary of being involved in our sickness and chaos. The afflicted person is then steeped in guilt and shame as consequences from drinking and using drugs mount and take an ever greater toll. This person feels increasingly ugly, pitiful, and hopeless until there is simply a desire to give up. All too often, this means giving up on life itself. Utter hopelessness and despair are one of the final symptoms of the disease. To break through the hopelessness, a loving vision can be helpful. In the end, it is love that holds on to hope and love that grasps for the promise of something better. Perhaps this book, based upon such promises, given in the spirit of goodwill and kindness, will provide just that special vision.


				Here, then, is hope for the alcoholic or addict who still suffers from this disease, as well as for their loved ones. Even if you are not currently drinking or using, you may still suffer from the secondary effects of doing so. Take heart. Embedded in the stories of those who have lived through the early years of sobriety are messages of amazement, relief, satisfaction, serenity, sanity, healing, joy, meaning, purpose, and peace. It is hoped that these messages will inspire you to embark upon your own journey. If you have already started the journey, may you be heartened to know what is ahead. How will you know the trail marks of health as you come upon them unless someone tells you what the marks look like? 


				The Promises


				There are promises made to those who wonder just why they ought to give up their terrible relationship with alcohol and drugs. These promises are the trail marks by which one can know one’s progress in the journey toward health. In the program of Alcoholics Anonymous, there is a book called Alcoholics Anonymous, often referred to as “The Big Book.” This book contains a quite remarkable passage, referred to as “The Promises.”1 This passage imparts the following information regarding the trail marks mentioned above:


				1. We are going to know a new freedom and a new happiness.


				2. We will not regret the past nor wish to shut the door on it.


				3. We will comprehend the word serenity and we will know peace.


				4. No matter how far down the scale we have gone, we will see how our experience can benefit others.


				5. That feeling of uselessness and self-pity will disappear.


				6. We will lose interest in selfish things and gain interest in our fellows.


				7. Self-seeking will slip away.


				8. Our whole attitude and outlook upon life will change.


				9. Fear of people and of economic insecurity will leave us.


				10. We will intuitively know how to handle situations which used to baffle us.


				11. We will suddenly realize that God is doing for us what we could not do for ourselves.


				12. [These promises] will always materialize if we work for them.


				Many have believed in the reality of these Promises and some have achieved long-term sobriety just on the faith that these Promises existed! Just a select few of the many millions who have achieved a life of living the Promises of Sobriety on a daily basis have shared their experience, strength, and hope here. What an incredible gift that their sharing can be if any of the words you read in this book inspire you to discover your own gifts of sobriety. 


				1. Alcoholics Anonymous, 3d ed. (New York: Alcoholics Anonymous World Services, Inc., 1976), 83–84. Reprinted with permission. (See editor’s note on copyright page.)


			


		


	
		
			
				CHAPTER ONE

				We Are Going to Know a New Freedom and a New Happiness

				Today I take the first step toward my new life by allowing myself to believe that I have a right to be free and happy no matter what.

				Freedom is a powerful concept. Since ancient times, we as human beings have been willing to risk death for a chance at freedom of one type or another. Freedom from hunger, isolation, and danger are some of the fundamental freedoms we strive for in the present. These represent basic needs that must be met in one way or another. Certainly there are other basic needs besides freedom, but freedom is right up there with such primary needs as affection and food. As humans, we must first meet these needs before we can focus on anything that uses our more socialized, learned talents, skills, and abilities. 

				Think of a starving sculptor. What is her first priority? How can she be free to use her refined artistic skills when most of her attention is attuned to satisfying her need for food? The physical needs are easy to talk about because they are universal and the most obvious. For example, we all need food, sleep, and shelter. But we also have needs that are not as obvious. We need affection, validation, social connection, and a sense of purpose in life. These are not all of our needs but a good beginning list. As people who are addicted to substances, or as those who love such people, we must place our precious need for freedom at the top of this list.

				The need for freedom is as fundamental as the need for food, shelter, validation, and social connection. Let’s use the above example of the sculptor, only now substituting her hunger for freedom for her hunger for food. If she is increasingly focused on her need to free herself of some type of bondage, how can she express her more refined talents? Her primary attention will be on the fundamental task of gaining freedom first and foremost. Once this has been achieved, then and only then will she be able to clearly focus on goals that are less urgent.

				Freedom Is a Birthright

				It is important to recognize that freedom is not negotiable. It is not second to other needs. In fact, freedom is a fundamental, basic human need, and to acknowledge this from the beginning of our journey of understanding the first Promise of Sobriety— “We will know a new freedom and a new happiness”—is to understand the relationship that freedom has to the basic idea of sobriety itself.

				Someone once said that the creators of these Promises must have been listening to and speaking the very words of God. In other words, these Promises wisely recognize who we are and what we need to know to be armed for the battle of wresting ourselves back from the oppression of disease. As people who recognize that we have a problem with alcohol or drugs, or as those who care about us, we absolutely must know that working toward freedom is a healthy, realistic, and obtainable goal. Freedom is a primary goody, as it were, and we may begin to feel the glee and expansiveness of it even in the first moments of our decision to be free of our addiction, long before the alcohol or drug has left our bodies.

				Very few among us are made to be pioneers. Most of us have to know what we are getting ourselves into well before we are willing to jump in. In fact, we are all about fear. Fear is controlling, all-encompassing, suffocating, predictive, and death oriented. Fear is just what addictive disease is all about. Freedom from a fear-based life is well worth checking into. But being one of the first to see if this is a possibility is way too frightening for a fear-based person such as an addict. Therefore, we need a great deal of assurance and reassurance to reach beyond our built-in fear for the specter of freedom from it. We want to be positive that such a freedom is possible before we rock the boat, let others know that we have a problem by seeking help for it, or risk upsetting someone by acknowledging that we have noticed that he or she has a drug or alcohol problem. Fortunately, the gift of assurance can be found in this very first Promise of Sobriety.

				This Promise, “We will know a new freedom and a new happiness,” does not say that we may feel a new freedom; it makes a very firm statement that we will know, as a result of sobriety, a new freedom. In fact, if you go back a few pages, you will find a numeric listing of all of the Promises (pages 6–7). Please review them, noting their tone above all else. Notice that all of the Promises are firm, nonnegotiable statements. As you read them, they sound absolute and strong. Although they may seem far-fetched at the beginning of the journey toward sobriety, these Promises are as solid and as believable as the hand you are using to hold this book.

				From the moment you decide to leave addiction behind, by breaking the denial surrounding the addiction, this First Promise begins to come true. Just because we are not yet able to notice that it is coming true does not mean it isn’t. Soon we will be able to effect a change in our perception of things. We will become more sensitized to our surroundings. Our growing sobriety will allow us to see the positive progress that we have made in enjoying our new freedom. 

				If we care about someone who is addicted, then the same holds true but in a slightly different way. We may be so used to the routine of dishonesty, manipulation, caretaking, and disappointment that when it subsides or disappears altogether, we have a difficult time noticing the positive change. Instead, we may try to sabotage the new sobriety and positive progress, to bring things back to the way they once were. After all, if we are being honest with ourselves, we, too, are participants in a fear-based addictive system, even though we may never ingest mood-altering substances ourselves. And being a participant in such a negative system, we are just as fear-based as the addict or alcoholic. Change frightens us. The First Promise of Sobriety applies to us, too, because, if we work for it, we will know a new freedom and a new happiness based on new habits, expectations, and behaviors. And when these behaviors begin to change, we will welcome them and allow ourselves to note the positive effect they are having on our lives, even if we are uncomfortable while this transition is occurring.

				Freedom and Powerlessness

				Now why is the subject of freedom packed into the First Promise and not, say, the Third Promise? One recovering gentleman stated that perhaps “the Twelve Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous were meant to be answered by the Twelve Promises.” This being the case, the First Step of Alcoholics Anonymous, “We admitted we were powerless over alcohol and that our lives had become unmanageable” is answered by “We will know a new freedom and a new happiness.”

				The First Step talks about powerlessness. The First Promise talks about freedom, which is also known as empowerment. One answers the other. Take a Step, begin to realize the blessings of a Promise. Take another, realize another.

				Earlier in this chapter we noted that freedom is a fundamental human need. So, of course, the first thing that the disease of addiction takes from us is this most precious of our birthrights: freedom. It makes sense, then, to place this Promise first on the list of all Twelve Promises. Logically enough, the first thing one gets back after breaking through the denial about addiction is freedom. The first thing taken by the disease is the first thing given back once we choose to surrender our war with it. How beautiful and how simple this is. It is not a coincidence that beauty and simplicity are the antithesis of the disease of addiction.

				One recovering woman said, “If I knew how simple it was to live a good life without alcohol, I might have felt ready to get and stay sober sooner. I used the idea of this process being ridiculously complex as one of the reasons to continue procrastinating and continue using.”

				Take a moment to write down the loss of freedoms that you have experienced as a direct result of drugs or alcohol in your life. For example, have you or someone close to you lost driving privileges? What about the trust of your co-workers and family? Are you no longer allowed to baby-sit your grandchildren? Do you have to worry and lose precious time figuring out where you are getting your next supply of alcohol or drugs? Do you lose serenity because you are trying to second-guess what your addicted friend, relative, or significant other is going to think or do next? Are you no longer in touch with people you used to care about? It may be difficult to be blatantly honest with yourself. If you are even willing to consider making such a list, then you are nearly ready to experience the gift of the First Promise. If you are not, what are you willing to do to regain your freedom from limitations, health problems, and lies? On the back of the same sheet of paper, first think about and then write down what you imagined freedom from each of these losses will be like.

				Does it help to see what this loss and gain of freedom looks like on paper? The Promises are amazing because they are so personal. Each of us understands freedom in a different way. But the Promises of Sobriety cannot help but begin to come true with even the smallest willingness to do the work. Because with the first healing of the first brain cell, with the first keeping of a conviction or a vow made to another, with the first expansion of the attention span or recovery of one’s short-term memory, comes a new freedom. Voilà. This Promise is fulfilled before we are halfway through. But wait, there’s more!

				Who’s in Charge?

				This Promise tells us that, without a doubt, freedom from the many different types of slavery imposed upon addicts, alcoholics, and those connected to them is not merely a possibility, but an inevitable outcome. This guarantee is built into the reality of each and every action we take to make it so. 

				Being addicted to any mood-altering substance is to be enslaved. Paradoxically, addicts and alcoholics, people who have become enslaved by chemicals, typically have a strong difficulty in dealing with authority figures! This might be amusing if it weren’t so tragic. We figure somewhere along the way that we will live our lives the way that we want to, that nobody will tell us what to do. And the way that we want to live, we tell ourselves, includes using chemicals to enhance or change our perception, no matter what negative results this behavior causes. We act as our own authority, or so we think. Doing it “our way,” we figure that we are free. And here begins the madness of addiction.

				The chemical sooner or later becomes the authority. We have to answer to it. We act as it dictates to support it; we feed it as it dictates to support it; and instead of freedom, it gives us slavery as it gains power over us and those we care about, with every tick of the clock. We are as un-free as it gets. But in order to avoid painful withdrawal symptoms and all of the attendant social problems that total abstinence brings us in the short term, we practice the ridiculous, finding interesting new ways to justify insane thinking in our lives.

				The disease of addiction would love for us to continue this type of thinking. How quickly we lose our freedom and belong to It. It would not be strange or wrong to personify the disease as an It. It behaves like a calculating dictator or a master event planner. 
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—Nancy Waite-O'Brien, Ph.D.
Director of psychological services, Betty Ford Center
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