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Praise for The Twelve Steps: A Modern Hero’s Journey


“And although the author’s underlying assertion that the recovery process is itself heroic, which is certainly true, the book’s main attraction throughout is the wonderfully sharp and knowing reflections on the nature of addiction and recovery writ more broadly. The device of mapping this onto Campbell is thought-provoking, but it’s the author’s deeply felt plumbing of the ‘abyss of self’ through which every addict must journey that makes the book so unexpectedly gripping. Recovering addicts and alcoholics in particular should read this book, not because they consider themselves heroes (far from it; humility is built into the Twelve Steps), but to find their struggles very eloquently described.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“The Twelve Steps: A Modern Hero’s Journey is a stirring read. It’s smart and hopeful. I’d recommend it to anyone in recovery, especially those looking for something more soulful than standard fare. It’s also great for folks outside recovery who are curious about transformation, or anyone who loves myth and wants to apply it to real life. You don’t need to be a wizard or Jedi to take this journey, you just need to be willing.”

—Literary Titan

“Drawing a parallel between the classic Twelve Step recovery program—originally founded by Bill Wilson of Alcoholics Anonymous—and Joseph Campbell’s iconic hero’s journey from his Hero with a Thousand Faces makes this an imaginative read, offering a fresh, accessible framework for those navigating the difficult path of recovery from addiction. Readers will find the guidance gentle but insightful…”

—Booklife Reviews

“Libraries interested in adding more Twelve Step surveys to their collections will especially appreciate the intellectual and psychological approach that sets The Twelve Steps: A Modern Hero’s Journey apart from most others on the subject. Accessible to a wide audience, (this book) will especially appeal to book clubs looking at Twelve Step memoirs and books which take the next step into better understanding and appreciation of the promise and delivery of the Twelve Step program.”

—D. Donovan, senior reviewer, Midwest Book Review

“Recovery is indeed a heroic journey, and the author shines a light on the transformative power of Twelve Step programs through this fascinating exploration of the relationship between the Steps and Joseph’s Campbell’s most celebrated work. In doing so, the author honors the undertaking of sobriety and abstinence, providing invaluable encouragement to those who have the courage to let go of who they have known themselves to be for the possibility of who they might become. Beautifully written and deeply inspiring.”

—Katherine Woodward Thomas, New York Times bestselling author of Calling in “The One”: 7 Weeks to Attract the Love of Your Life

“The Twelve Steps: A Modern Hero’s Journey offers a fresh and engaging perspective on recovery, even for those with decades of experience in the field or in personal recovery. The author provides a valuable service by using heroes from familiar myths and stories to illuminate the milestones, processes, and mechanisms of the recovery journey—insights that even seasoned professionals may overlook. Highly recommended for those seeking a fresh and intriguing perspective on the journey of recovery.”

—Jason Schwartz, LMSW, director, social work and spiritual care, Michigan Medicine

“The Twelve Steps: A Modern Hero’s Journey offers great insight into the Twelve Step journey, and it does so with unusual scope, enchanting detail, and breathtaking clarity. Academics, clinical addiction professionals, researchers, and the lay public will all be drawn into this book. Its stories and its revelations, and its elegant, real, and compelling handling of our shared and ancient all-too-human nature will surely win many readers over. Highly recommended!”

—Brian Coon, chief clinical officer, Pavillon Addiction Treatment Center

“In The Twelve Steps, A Modern Hero’s Journey, the author intertwines the time-tested Twelve Steps with the hero’s journey developed by Joseph Campbell. Wonderfully illustrated with examples from Harry Potter, Star Wars, The Wizard of Oz, and more, the author reveals and interprets the complex layers of the recovery journey. We are reminded that transformation is the ultimate goal of both journeys, and that it cannot happen in isolation. We gain a deepened appreciation for the role of a mentor/sponsor, the collective wisdom of community and, in turn, the necessity to give back to others. As a result, the hero savors hope, expansiveness, and a newfound territory of true belonging.”

—Andrew Susskind, LCSW, SEP, CGP, author of It’s Not About the Sex: Moving from Isolation to Intimacy After Sexual Addiction

“This amazing book combines all the skills I use as both a mental health counselor and certified addictions professional, particularly integrating the original concepts of recovery with the well-known hero’s journey as shown in movies and modern storytelling. Fascinating and inspiring, I highly recommend this book to all those who are searching for ways to both deepen and expand their understanding of the recovery journey and move closer to the person they were always meant to be.”

—Jill Haire, LMHC, CAP, NCC, Free Flow Counseling, author

“The Twelve Steps: A Modern Hero’s Journey guides the reader through the transformative path of the Twelve Step journey of recovery in a thrilling and inventive new way. Using examples drawn from modern and ancient stories alike, the author illustrates the variety of pathways offered throughout cultures and across the millennia that have been navigated by heroes to achieve both redemption and self-actualization. This book’s relevance extends beyond those with substance use disorders and offers hope, direction, and encouragement to individuals at any stage in their lives and with their own hero’s journey. An important addition to both the recovery literature and self-help genres.”

—Chris Budnick, executive director, Healing Transitions

“In The Twelve Steps: A Modern Hero’s Journey, the author reframes addiction recovery as a heroic transformation, drawing from Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces. Like every mythic hero, those in recovery face a call to change, go through trials, and rely on the help of mentors, ultimately emerging from their journey transformed. While the author beautifully ties recovery to universal storytelling, the book draws many of its references from A.A. Those who travel the Twelve Step journey through other fellowships, however, will find it inspiring and validating as well. Its message of growth and renewal is universal, reminding us that true recovery is about more than just abstinence—it’s about transformation, purpose, and finding a new way to live. Highly recommended for all those on a spiritual path.

—Lesley Pregenzer, CEO, FAVOR Upstate

“The Twelve Steps: A Modern Hero’s Journey transforms the ancient archetype of the hero’s journey into an insightful interpretation of the Twelve Steps. This contemporary telling unveils the practical magic of recovery amulets like sobriety chips and the Serenity Prayer, while doubling as a masterclass in the history of Alcoholics Anonymous and the origin of the Twelve Steps. The familiar recovery structure—‘what it was like, what happened, and what it’s like now’—is reimagined as Joseph Campbell’s monomyth: The recovering hero moves from a state of separation into initiation and then returns, ready to be of service to the community. Secular examples, too, thread through the discussion: Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz, Luke Skywalker, and an exploration of improbable heroism in Groundhog Day serve as examples that make the hero’s journey accessible. Readers, whether in recovery or not, will feel the pull inward, called to reflect on their own mythic path toward transfiguration. These pages recount an age-old adventure that promises to edify all, while validating those modern heroes who tread the Twelve Steps today. A worthy, enlightening read.”

—Quincy Gray McMichael, poet, adventurer, and director, Healing Appalachia

“The Twelve Steps: A Modern Hero’s Journey is a vital contribution to the recovery literature. Over the decades, critics of the Twelve Step process have sometimes called it ‘simplistic.’ This book offers a deeper look at recovery by interpreting it through the lens of the transformational process of the spiritual journey as revealed by the age-old pattern of the hero’s journey. This new understanding of recovery is a gift to us all. Thank you!”

—Stephanie S. Covington, PhD, LCSW, author of A Woman’s Way Through the Twelve Steps; Helping Women Recover; Helping Men Recover, Healing Trauma+; and Exploring Trauma+

“The Twelve Steps: A Modern Hero’s Journey takes us on an exhilarating tour of the recovery process through the lens of Jungian mythology and the quest through the long, dark night of the soul and into the light of a renewed life. This is a fascinating read and an important interpretation of the journey of recovery.”

—Bill Stauffer, executive director, Pennsylvania Recovery Organizations Alliance (Pro-A)

“The Twelve Steps: A Modern Hero’s Journey creatively, clearly, and intelligently deepens our understanding of the Twelve Step path of recovery and enhances our journey, whether we’re currently engaged in this path or any other. I wholeheartedly recommend this wonderful book—for the novice and the experienced alike.”

—Phillip Stephen Mitchell, MA, MFT, MAC, psychotherapist (ret.), author
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To all the heroes, past and present, who have come before me






Preface


It would not be too much to say that myth is the secret opening through which the inexhaustible energies of the cosmos pour into human cultural manifestation.1

—Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces



JOSEPH CAMPBELL (1904–1987) was the world’s foremost authority on comparative mythology and religion, and in his many books, lectures, and television documentary interviews, he revealed the power and purpose of storytelling over the millennia. Using tales, myths,2 and modern stories, he showed the significance of these stories and the true impact they have had, and continue to have, in our consciousness and in the world today. In the work that established the theme for his life and future work, The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949), he introduced the world to the enduring, universal themes and archetypes that appear in both mythical storytelling across cultures and history, and the motifs in these stories that continue to inform, direct, and delight us today. Central among these motifs is the archetype of the hero’s journey, a universal framework for personal transformation, which leads to a rebirth of the individual, resulting in the renewal of the world.

The hero’s journey represents the universal spiritual journey of man, a journey from immaturity and isolation to unity and freedom—from birth to spiritual rebirth. It is a story told a thousand times, by hundreds of different cultures across history, yet its pattern and purpose remain the same. This one story, or “monomyth”3 as Campbell called it, serves to free spiritual energy by transforming a person’s separate sense of self, thus allowing pent-up spiritual energy to flow from the individual into the community, healing them both.

The structure of the hero’s journey follows the ancient rituals and ceremonies that tribes, societies, and cultures have used to mark the transition of the child into an adult. Known as the rite of passage,4 these rituals serve as a symbolic death and rebirth: the death of the dependent, ego-centered child and the rebirth of a responsible adult member of the community. The hero’s journey follows the same three stages of the rite of passage: separation, initiation, and return. It serves the same purpose: to transform, through a series of trials and tests, an independent, often childish personality structure and then to return the hero to his or her community, where they can contribute the experience, strength, and hope they learned on the journey.

As we will see, the hero’s journey is present, not only in myths, stories, and tales from the world’s disparate cultures, but it is also the same journey a modern hero takes through the recovery program of the Twelve Steps. We will discover that the journey of recovery is the modern retelling of this timeless pattern that heroes have taken throughout the ages. The Twelve Step program follows the classic stages of the hero’s journey, starting with a call to adventure where the newcomer separates from their known world of drinking or using, and enters the new landscape of recovery, wherein the great change in their psyche will take place. The next phase of the hero’s journey in recovery involves an intensive phase of initiation, whereby the newcomer undergoes a series of steps that plunge them into the secret depths of themselves, the only place where a fundamental shift in attitude and self can occur; finally, once transformed, the newly reborn hero returns to their community, bringing with him the boon—the lessons, insights, and new ways of dealing with life in a spiritual way. We will see that Bill Wilson, the cofounder of Alcoholics Anonymous and creator of the Twelve Steps, reached into the collective unconscious and drew out this archetypal pattern of transformation, thus creating the modern map of recovery.

For this book and the examples of the Twelve Steps, we focus on the recovery a person working the Twelve Steps (as originally created by Bill Wilson) used in the program of Alcoholics Anonymous. It’s important to note that the Twelve Steps—as a modern interpretation of the universal hero’s journey archetype—are just as effective for treating addictions to a variety of substances, behaviors, and obsessions. This is because recovery from any compulsive behavior is the result of a transformation of thoughts and attitudes, all of which lead to a spiritual experience: the same goal and purpose of the hero’s journey itself. Therefore, this is the universal journey a compulsive overeater takes to recover in the program of OA—Overeaters Anonymous—or a codependent person takes in Al-Anon, or a sex and love addict takes in the program of Sex and Love Addicts Anonymous, S.L.A.A. Thousands of modern heroes have traveled the path of recovery. Despite their differences, the programs follow the same order and methods of working the Twelve Steps, including the rituals of meetings, the importance of a sponsor as mentor, reliance on a Power greater than oneself, and more. We see that the path of recovery, like the hero’s journey itself, is thoroughly known, and so the stories of recovery share a deep and remarkable resemblance. That resemblance is the power of the spiritual journey of humankind and the unlocking of and pouring back into humanity the spiritual energy of the universe.

The hero pattern, as translated into the Twelve Steps, retains the power to heal and transform, to destroy the old and give birth to the new. The program of recovery is filled with stories of pain turned into promise, of fear turned into faith, and of isolation turned into a feeling of community. The experience, strength, and hope of all the heroes who have gone before show, time and again, how this universal archetype has the power to turn desperate, and seemingly hopeless, situations into miraculous journeys of healing and hope.

I quote the fourth edition of the “Big Book,” as it is known in the program, of Alcoholics Anonymous (A.A.), as well as the Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions, nineteenth printing, 1995. Both books are the fundamental texts of the A.A. program, are the original source of the Twelve Steps, and represent the journey of recovery across all programs. Both of these books are filled with strikingly similar examples of every stage of the hero’s journey, as we will see, one that has changed millions of lives around the world. It is a journey that you, or someone you know, may be on at this very moment.

Additionally, I use examples of myths, legends, and modern stories from films to show how the archetype of the hero’s journey has been used to both entertain and teach us the universal meaning and importance of this journey. Films such as the Star Wars series, the Harry Potter series, Groundhog Day, and The Wizard of Oz, among others, have enduring popularity precisely because the pattern they reveal of the hero’s journey resonates deeply within us all. As a side note, George Lucas was a great admirer of Joesph Campbell, and when writing the original Star Wars trilogy, he used as his outline for the series Campbell’s book The Hero with a Thousand Faces (he referred to Campbell as “my Yoda”). As we will see, Luke Skywalker’s journey follows each stage of the hero’s journey perfectly, as well as the substages within the pattern (as do the other stories, films, and recovery programs).

Also, in the appendix for each chapter, you’ll find illustrative examples from numerous stories and myths of the various stages in the hero’s journey. I hope you’ll take some time to read this additional material to gain even more insight. When you do, you’ll soon find that this universal journey of transformation has been with us as long as storytelling has, and these tales serve a lasting and fundamental purpose in helping us discover our true purpose.

One final note on the use of gender throughout this book: I use the term hero to refer to both the male and female in the hero’s journey and in recovery. The word heroine is a derivative of hero and takes something away from the female’s journey and importance. To me, both males and females who set out upon the hero’s path are equal and should be referred to as such. Therefore, I will randomly use both his and her as it best suits the text.

There is a saying in the rooms of recovery that there is a miracle waiting for you in the Twelve Step program. As you will see, all you have to do is answer your call and begin the journey to have that miracle happen for you—and for the world.






Introduction

THE FIRST MODERN HERO to take the journey into recovery, which would ultimately result in the Twelve Step journey of today, was a man who was at a jumping off point in his life. In the early 1930s, Rowland Hazzard III had hit a physical, emotional, and spiritual bottom. A prominent member of one of the most well-respected families in the Rhode Island textile industry, Rowland enjoyed the privileges of a Yale University education, served briefly in the Rhode Island state senate, and initially worked in the family’s business. During the Roaring Twenties, he held a position in a New York banking firm, and whoopee parties, flowing alcohol, and limitless optimism filled Rowland’s days and nights. Married with four children, Rowland seemed to have it all, yet he also had a problem as old as humanity: He was an alcoholic, who, by himself, couldn’t stop drinking himself to death. Rowland had sought out the best American psychiatrists of the day and struggled through one sanitarium after another. Finally, on the verge of losing not only his position and reputation but also his life, he called out for help from a distant doctor and boarded an ocean liner for Zurich, Switzerland, where he placed himself under the care of the renowned psychiatrist Dr. Carl Jung. In the archetype of the hero’s journey, Jung would serve the role of mentor to Rowland, and through Dr. Jung’s encouragement, Rowland would find a power greater than himself that would restore him to sanity.

Carl Jung’s philosophy and the focus of his life’s work was based on a spiritual understanding of a patient’s consciousness, as well as what lies beneath it. For Jung, just below our observable consciousness sits a pool of unconscious wisdom that the psyche is longing to plunge into in order to complete its thirst for unity and wholeness. Jung calls this pool “the collective unconscious” and says that while individual consciousness contains the sum of all personal experiences, the collective unconscious contains the vast collective wisdom, symbols, and images shared with people across all time and cultures. Merging the self with the unconscious is the goal of psychological growth Jung calls the individuation process. And it is from this collective well of material that the narratives of myth are created and re-created.

To Jung, the collective unconscious holds the very life force itself, the instinctual energy that shapes and drives our development, behavior, and our desire to connect back with it. This raw energy is always seeking expression, and the vehicles it uses are primordial images called archetypes. Archetypes are raw forms into which the molten energy of the life force is poured. Archetypes—the original, deep, and abiding patterns in the human psyche—are structure-forming elements without content themselves. Once activated with spiritual energy, however, they become alive with the tremendous energy of spirit, and their expression can be at once awesome and terrifying. The archetype of the hero’s journey is the vehicle spiritual energy uses to transform the individual and the world, allowing the energy to flow from the separate self back into the larger whole, uniting and thus awakening both.

Jung had seen alcoholic cases as bad as Rowland’s before, but he hadn’t had much success treating them. In Jung’s experience, alcoholics tended to be ego-driven in the extreme, and almost childish in their grandiosity and denial. Furthermore, when someone was as far given in to alcohol as Rowland was, the hope was slim that any kind of long-term sobriety would take place. Despite this, Jung worked with Rowland for months, and he did recover for a time. Filled with relief and confidence that his new understanding of himself would enable him to resist the lure of alcohol for good, he returned to the United States.

Within no time, however, Rowland started drinking again, and this time it was worse than ever before. Commitment to an insane asylum, which was common for alcoholics of his kind in those days, seemed his next probable destination. Broken and deflated, Rowland returned to Dr. Jung and pleaded with him to give it to him straight: Would he ever recover? What he heard back sounded like a death sentence. Jung told him that he was utterly hopeless and would have to be locked up or hire a bodyguard if he wanted to live much longer, as this seemed the only way to prevent him from drinking himself to death. When Rowland begged for some sort of solution, Jung briefly considered and told him that his only hope was for a life-changing “vital spiritual experience”—the kind he had been working with him to produce.

Jung had observed these experiences and believed that they had been occurring since ancient times; they always involved a dismantling of the psyche and a complete rearrangement of emotions, ideas, and attitudes. It required the death of the old man and the birth of a new man, a spiritually different person in every way. Only with the complete transformation of the personality structure, and the development of a new set of intentions and motivations, did the new man have a chance. Jung was describing the work that is done during the initiation phase of the hero’s journey, a time of tests and trials that challenge the hero’s conceptions of himself and that ultimately result in a complete rearrangement of motivations and convictions. Rowland grew hopeful again and told Jung that perhaps he could achieve this change through his church. Jung deflated this idea by revealing that, while strong and useful, religious convictions were seldom enough on their own to bring about this vital spiritual experience.

Dejected, Rowland returned to the United States and soon faced another jumping off point. His drinking spiraled out of control, and by 1933, he had lost the ability to keep up with even simple, everyday living. It was at this dark bottom of despair and hopelessness that he reached out to a local therapist who convinced him to seek the kind of spiritual experience that Jung had mentioned. Rowland answered yet another call in his journey and joined a Christian fellowship movement called the Oxford Group, setting in motion the next chain of events that continue to transform millions of lives around the world even today.

The Oxford Group was a popular Christian organization started by Dr. Frank Buchman, an American Christian missionary, who received a spiritual awakening in a chapel in Keswick, England, in 1908. The movement was first called A First Century Christian Fellowship in 1921; however, in 1928, when a group of members from Oxford, England, were traveling to South Africa, a railway porter wrote the name Oxford Group on the windows of the compartments to identify them. By 1931, the name had stuck and the group was thereafter known simply as the Oxford Group. The goal of the organization was to help its members become spiritually reborn by having a conversion experience, which it achieved through following a four-step spiritual practice.

To begin this process, a person first shared his sins and temptations honestly with another member of the group. Second, they were directed to make restitution to those they had wronged either directly or indirectly. Third, they surrendered their past, present, and future life to God. Finally, they were instructed to listen to and follow God’s guidance from then on in their lives. These four spiritual practices would later become the basis for the Twelve Steps in the program of Alcoholics Anonymous.

Rowland began attending Oxford Group meetings in New York and surrendered himself completely to its precepts. With the help of many companions in the group, he had a spiritual conversion that soon relieved him of the compulsion to drink. True to Jung’s prescription of having a vital spiritual experience, the four-step process helped break down Rowland’s personality structure and gave him a new set of conceptions and motives by which he ran his life. Rowland’s initiation phase of his hero’s journey was now complete, and the last part of the journey, the return, began. Rowland strengthened his reborn self by returning to Oxford Group meetings, where he shared the boon—his experience, strength, and his spiritual awakening—with other members. It was through this classic return that Rowland passed on to other alcoholics the solution he had found and, in doing so, formed another link in the direct lineage of the A.A. program.

Rowland developed a wide support circle of “groupers,” as they were called, and one of these members, Shep Cornell, introduced Rowland to another alcoholic, Ebby Thacher. Ebby was a serious alcoholic who had been visited by two sober members of the Oxford Group who were his former drinking buddies. Though Ebby was impressed by what they said, it was Rowland’s visit with him that had the biggest impact. Ebby was impressed with Rowland’s prominent background, with his outrageous drinking career—his drinking sprees often included cross-country travel and carousing on a high level—and the fact that despite his high professional position he was still a regular, genuinely nice guy who was willing to help Ebby get clean and straighten out his life.

Rowland stuck by Ebby from the beginning, and when Ebby appeared in court for being intoxicated and firing his double-barreled shotgun in his neighborhood, Rowland convinced the judge to release Ebby into his care. Rowland then helped Ebby move from Manchester down to New York City, where Ebby began living at the Calvary Rescue Mission run by Reverend Sam Shoemaker. Sam was a staunch supporter of the Oxford Group’s philosophy, and his fifty-seven-bed mission on Twenty-Third Street was the home of last resort to down-and-out drunks. It was there in the crowded and smoky meeting rooms that Ebby learned a crucial lesson from his new mentor, Sam, who worked with many of the drunks who attended the Oxford Group meetings. He taught Ebby that if he had a problem with the God concept, he could simply surrender to God as he understood Him to be at the time.1 It was this lesson that would later have a profound impact on Bill Wilson (Bill W.), the founder of A.A.

Ebby experienced his own hero’s journey in recovery, first by answering his call to get sober through the Oxford Group meetings, by going through the initiation process of the four-step spiritual practice, by having a spiritual experience through which he attained sobriety, and then by returning to work with and help other alcoholics. In keeping with the Oxford principles, Ebby knew to reach out and help others was a way of keeping and maintaining his own conversion experience. That’s when Ebby heard of an old drinking buddy’s desperate battle with alcoholism, and he decided to pay his old friend a visit.


Bill W. and the Twelve Steps

Bill W. was born on November 26, 1895, in East Dorset, Vermont. He started drinking as a young officer during his military training, while serving at the end of World War I as a second lieutenant. After the war, Bill’s drinking continued and nearly ruined a promising career on Wall Street. The stock market crash of 1929 took care of that, but nothing could stop his drinking. In and out of hospitals because of his alcohol addiction, Bill was at his own jumping off point, when one morning in November 1934, his old friend Ebby called and asked whether he could come by for a visit. Bill hadn’t seen his old drinking buddy in a couple of years and didn’t know Ebby was sober. For Bill, Ebby’s visit seemed like a great opportunity to relive old times and drink with someone who enjoyed and needed a drink as much as he did.

Bill thought back to the shenanigans he and Ebby had gotten into over the years, especially in 1929 when they persuaded a barnstormer pilot, Ted Burke, to fly them to Manchester, Vermont. They learned that the Manchester Airport was due to open and decided it would be great fun to be the first to land there. They called the local press to make sure their landing was recorded, and then drank themselves into a stupor the night before. When they finally landed and stumbled out of the plane onto the ground, still drunk from the night before, the crowd, press, and even the town band was dumbfounded. Bill spent the next day writing apologies.

In the kitchen waiting for Ebby that evening, though, he smiled to himself: Yes, a visit from his old pal was exactly what he needed at this low point in his life. When Ebby arrived, Bill immediately knew something was wrong. Ebby glowed with a quiet excitement, and his eyes were bright, clear, and alive. Ebby followed Bill into the small kitchen, where Bill produced a pitcher of gin and pineapple juice with two glasses. Bill poured Ebby a drink and pushed the glass toward him. Ebby pushed the glass back. Bill was now officially worried and asked his old friend what was wrong, and that’s when Ebby beamed and said he was sober and had found religion. Bill was aghast, but he comforted himself with the thought that his gin would last longer than the evening of preaching he was sure he was about to endure. To his surprise, though, Ebby didn’t preach. Instead, he described how he had found a solution to his drinking problem and that solution was a new belief in God.

With the mention of God, Bill, an agnostic, felt his chest tighten. Ebby shared openly and honestly about his own reservations over the concept of God and suggested that if Bill had a problem with God, then he could choose his own conception of God. Ebby described the experience he had had at the Oxford Group and invited Bill to join him sometime. Bill didn’t let on, but as the evening unfolded, he felt a sense of hope by seeing the obvious transformation that had happened to his friend. In time, Bill would concede that if Ebby could get help for his drinking, then there might be hope for himself as well.

One afternoon in early December after Ebby’s visit, a very drunk Bill W. stumbled into the Calvary Rescue Mission looking for his friend Ebby. He attended his first Oxford Group meeting there and, in a somewhat belligerent mood, got up and surrendered himself to God. Unfortunately, this experience at the altar in the mission did little to slow his drinking, and a couple of days later, a drunk and broken-down Bill W. was admitted to Towns Hospital in Manhattan for the fourth and final time. It was here that Bill finally and completely surrendered, and something miraculous happened. Here, in the abyss of self, Bill humbly offered himself to God and unreservedly placed himself under His care and direction. At this moment, Bill had a spiritual experience that came to him in what he described as an intensity of light and ecstasy. He told his physician, Dr. William Silkworth, that he saw an all-encompassing white light, and that his room had suddenly been filled with an indescribable presence. At first Bill was afraid that he was hallucinating or insane, but Dr. Silkworth saw that his patient had experienced something powerful and real, and he advised Bill to trust and hang on to that experience.

Indeed, he did, and Bill never drank again. When he was released from the hospital, he attended Oxford Group meetings and focused on carrying his experience to other alcoholic members of the meetings. Although unable to keep anyone else sober, Bill learned that working diligently with others ensured his own sobriety. It was this experience of continuing to work with others that brought Bill, while on a business trip in Akron, Ohio, in contact with Dr. Bob Smith in 1935.

Dr. Bob, as he is simply known in the program of Alcoholics Anonymous, was the first person Bill worked with who was able to achieve and maintain sobriety. In fact, the official date of the beginning of the fellowship of A.A., which Bill W. and Dr. Bob would soon begin, corresponds to the first day of Dr. Bob’s sobriety, June 10, 1935. For the next two years, Bill and Dr. Bob attended Oxford Group meetings and expanded its four-step process to six steps in an attempt to help other alcoholics achieve the conversion or spiritual experience needed to attain sobriety. These first six steps constituted the very “word of mouth” program and varied from person to person in the early fellowship. They can be summarized as:


	We admitted we were licked.

	We got honest with ourselves.

	We got honest with someone else.

	We made amends for the harm we’d done.

	We tried to help others with no thought of return.

	We prayed to whatever God we thought there was for the power to take these actions.



By the fall of 1937, Bill and Dr. Bob had been able to help over forty alcoholics in Akron, Ohio, and New York stay sober—a success rate of about 5 percent. By this time, Bill had separated from the Oxford Group and was holding his own recovery meetings in his home. Bill burned with the passion of making his program of spiritual principles more accessible, and with a one-vote margin by the original eighteen members of the Akron group, he was given the approval to write the book that has come to be known simply as the Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous.

The Big Book is the official book of recovery for the program of A.A. Until it was published, the program of recovery was largely carried by one member to another. While writing it, Bill discovered that a more detailed approach needed to be developed, and this was when he expanded the original six steps to twelve. The Twelve Steps came easily for Bill, over the course of just one night, as if they flowed from the very source zones of spiritual energy itself. The Twelve Steps represent the official program of recovery. They are:


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

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

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

	Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.

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

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

	Humbly asked Him to remove our shortcomings.

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

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

	Continued to take personal inventory and when we were wrong promptly admitted it.

	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.

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



Bill’s journey of transformation had come full circle. To help others achieve recovery, he reached into the collective unconscious and intuitively pulled out the map of this modern journey, the map called the Twelve Steps.

The Twelve Steps are a modern retelling of the hero’s journey, and they fit perfectly into the three broad categories of the hero pattern: (1) Separation: Steps One through Three, (2) Initiation: Steps Four through Eleven, and (3) Return: Step Twelve. Looking deeper, each of the Steps also represents clearly defined substages in the archetype of the hero’s journey, including answering the call, getting a mentor, crossing the threshold, and plunging into the abyss of the Fourth Step. The journey unfolds perfectly, step-by-step, leading to the final transfiguration and return with the boon.

Once again, healing comes as the result of having a spiritual experience as the initiate dies to the old, isolated self and is reborn as a larger, more inclusive self. The transformed person then rejoins his community and releases spiritual energy back into the world. In this way, millions of lives have been and continue to be healed.

Years later, Bill wrote what he called a long overdue letter to Dr. Carl Jung expressing his gratitude for Jung’s involvement in the chain of events that led to the formation of the A.A. program. Dr. Jung commented on his work with Rowland in this way:


[Rowland H.’s] craving for alcohol was the equivalent, on a low level, of the spiritual thirst of our being for wholeness, expressed in the medieval language: the union with God….

I am strongly convinced that the evil principle prevailing in this world leads the unrecognized spiritual need into perdition, if it is not counteracted either by real religious insight or by the protective wall of human community….

You see, alcohol in Latin is spiritus and you use the same word for the highest religious experience as well as for the most depraving poison.



This was the first time the obsessive craving for alcohol was put in the context of the soul’s yearning for connection with God, and as such it defined alcoholism as a sickness of the soul, which could only be remedied by achieving a spiritual experience and merging with the fellowship of community. Moreover, alcoholism—once seen as a scourge and near-certain death sentence—could now be seen as a crossroads offering two diverging paths: one leading to spiritual transformation and union, and the other to perdition. For the alcoholic, the doorway to this path is hitting bottom, and choosing the path of recovery then becomes the heroic choice.

When Bill W. answered his call to get sober and embarked on the modern hero’s journey of recovery, it seemed at first that he was entering uncharted territory, but his spirit knew the journey well. The map he used is found deep within us all—the abiding, enduring pattern of the archetype of the hero’s journey.

Today, a person facing recovery is someone who clearly has the hero’s choice in front of him. Does he choose to respond to his soul’s call for freedom and transformation by answering the call of his rock-bottom experience, and entering what at first seems like the dark road of recovery? Or does he refuse his call, take flight from the call of his spirit, and keep drinking or indulging in old behaviors and face the certain physical, emotional, and psychological deterioration of that path? The modern hero stands at a jumping off point, but he need not be reluctant nor afraid. The path of recovery is clearly laid out, and the journey has been successfully navigated by both ancient and modern heroes alike. To start this journey requires only the willingness to answer the call to adventure and follow the Twelve Steps of the modern hero’s journey. If you are ready, you can begin the journey today.








[image: Part One: Separation]







STEP ONEThe Call to Recovery


THE HERO’S JOURNEY always begins with a call that signals a great change is coming. The call invites us, or sometimes pushes us, into a journey of discovery and transformation, pulling us away from our ordinary world and into the deeper reaches of ourselves. For it is here, in the inner chasms of our psyche, that the real causes and difficulties reside, and it is also here, in the very source zones of ourselves, that we will find the primordial power that allows us to transcend the feared and repressed parts of ourselves, to meet them head-on, and to finally integrate them and to heal. The call beckons the hero into an unknown landscape, both internal and external, to a strange new place where a great rebirth is possible. Sometimes we willingly choose to answer this call; other times we blunder into it or we are dragged. The call can come as an inner or outer need for change and it serves as the gateway to a great awakening, to a dying of the old and a rebirth of something entirely new. It is both a beginning and an end, the start of a great adventure leading to a transformation that will change both the hero and the world.

The call to recovery is heralded by what is known in the Twelve Step program as hitting bottom. This is defined by Step One as: “We admitted we were powerless over alcohol—that our lives had become unmanageable.” This refers to when an alcoholic (or food addict or sex addict, etc.) has hit either an emotional, physical, or spiritual (often all three) bottom and an event—either internal or external—has brought him or her to a jumping off point. This is often defined as when the alcoholic can no longer imagine a life of continued drinking, yet cannot imagine a life without drinking either. The hero answers this call by admitting to his innermost self that he is an alcoholic, and the path to recovery begins once he has entered the program and has a sincere desire to stay sober. Taking Step One represents the loosening grip of the ego, and this first crack in the shield of self-reliance and self-deception is the key that opens the door through which the hero begins the journey of recovery.

The call often comes in the form of an external crisis or event that exposes a growing inner dissatisfaction or sense of discontent and restlessness with the life the hero is living. For some alcoholics, this bottoming out can be heralded by a drunk driving accident or arrest, and depending on whether there were injuries or deaths, or how traumatic the circumstances were, this outer event, coupled with the necessary inner conditions, can lead an alcoholic into recovery. Sometimes the alcoholic will voluntarily enter recovery, while at other times a judge may require him to attend A.A. meetings. Numerous other outer circumstances caused by alcoholic drinking or compulsive behaviors can also serve as external calls that motivate the hero to enter recovery as well: disintegration of or pressure from a relationship or family; loss of a job, career, or reputation; or a variety of physical ailments, etc., can all serve to signal the opening to a destiny that can no longer be denied.

Whatever the outer events or circumstances are that lead the alcoholic to a bottom, they always combine with or reveal an existing inner state of restlessness and discontent: feelings that result in emotional crises or ongoing turmoil that lead to a spiritual bottoming out. This internal catalyst awakens the sense that something is vitally missing—either exposing a deep unhappiness or incongruity with the lives they are living, or by uncovering a feeling that they have outgrown their old life. This internal restlessness signals an awakening of a new self, offering a chance for growth and new insights, and it leads the hero to the portal of a new world where this essential change is possible. This inner state, described in the rooms of recovery as a state of spiritual bankruptcy, is often so profound that it alone can be the call that the hero answers, and it is this state of perdition, along with other growing problems, that force, or allow, the newcomer to surrender to the journey.

Examples of the call to adventure in stories and films abound. Luke Skywalker, in the film Star Wars: Episode IV—A New Hope, for example, also has a deep internal restlessness that responds to an external call. Luke feels trapped working as a moisture farmer on the desolate planet of Tatooine, and he is bitter and frustrated as his step-uncle repeatedly delays his departure for another growing season. Luke spends his days moping around, dreaming, and longing to leave his isolated planet but feels there is no way out. The external events that trigger this inner yearning start first with R2-D2’s holograph of Princess Leia’s message—a classic princess in distress. Obi-Wan Kenobi then urges Luke to set off to help, but Luke refuses this first call and heads for home. Luke’s next external call comes when he finds his home was destroyed and his step-uncle and -aunt were killed by stormtroopers. Luke is at a bottom at this point, and this final catalyst propels him to answer his inner call to the journey.

Harry Potter in The Sorcerer’s Stone is also awakened from a familiar yet unsatisfying life when he has a conversation with a boa constrictor at the zoo. This external event triggers a series of unspoken and disturbing questions that contribute to his growing inner sense of uneasiness. Soon, the external call intensifies as mysterious letters begin flooding his home, overwhelming him and the family he lives with, the Dursleys. The truth inside Harry—that he has powers that make him very different from his adopted family, and that he has outgrown his known world—is his inner call. The escalating external events literally force Harry to answer this call and begin the journey.

Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz also starts off with an internal call to change and grow. She has outgrown her small life on the farm and longs to see and live a life larger than the one she’s living in Kansas. The song “Over the Rainbow” gives voice to her need for transformation as she sings of a place where “skies are blue and the dreams that you dare to dream really do come true.” The external event that heralds Dorothy to the adventure is Toto being captured by Miss Gulch, and Dorothy subsequently rescuing Toto and running away with him. The traumatic external event of the tornado then literally launches Dorothy into her adventure.

While external events often motivate a hero to answer a corresponding internal call, sometimes the internal call actually causes the external event to occur. Luke’s whole adventure is caused by his carelessness in removing the restraining pin from R2-D2 that allows the droid to go off into the wilderness looking for Ben.

The same carelessness is present in Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz. The reason Dorothy is locked out of the tornado shelter to begin with is because of her own immature and stubborn refusal to comply with the rules of society. It begins when she neglects minding Toto, who repeatedly runs to her neighbor’s yard, digging up the plants and flowers and chasing Almira Gulch’s cat. Her self-centeredness and childish refusal to care about the needs and wants of others (part of her internal call), in addition to now needing to save Toto from the consequences of this behavior, is what motivates her to run away from home and to later become locked out of the storm shelter in the first place.

The crisis of hitting bottom exposes this underlying emotional immaturity that underscores the classic hero’s character defects of self-centeredness, unrestrained egotism, and selfish immaturity. Most alcoholics enter recovery selfish and self-serving, bitter, and filled with childish grandiosity. It has been suggested that an alcoholic’s emotional development is halted at the age they began drinking or using, and since many alcoholics start drinking in their early teens or younger, almost all alcoholics share the childish characteristics of deep selfishness and immaturity. For years they’ve acted like children, looking out for their own interests only, caring little for how their behavior affects others, the community, or even their own family. They come in as children who haven’t grown up and matured to take their place among society or to assume the responsibilities of an adult. This excerpt from one of the stories from the Big Book is indicative of this lack of emotional development:


Apparently I’d grown physically at the customary rate of speed, and I had acquired an average amount of intellectual training in the intervening years, but there had been no emotional maturity at all. I realize now that this phase of my development had been arrested by my obsession with self, and my egocentricity had reached such proportions that adjustment to anything outside my personal control was impossible for me.1



Dr. Harry Tiebout, a psychiatrist who studied and wrote about alcoholism and alcoholics’ emotional state from a psychoanalytic perspective in the 1940s, noted how alcoholics uniformly displayed a grandiosity that was consistent with this lack of emotional development and not usually found in the general population. He characterized alcoholics as being ego driven to the extreme and used Freud’s phrase “His Majesty the Baby” to describe the alcoholic’s demanding feelings of entitlement and superiority. Dr. Tiebout further characterized the alcoholic’s infantile psyche as having trouble dealing with frustration and as being in a hurry to get things done and to have his needs satisfied. When getting sober, this impulsivity can be evidenced by newcomers wanting to rush through the Steps, to be recovered already, and by their need for instant approval or redemption by wanting to make amends to family or friends before doing the necessary internal work. They often feel they deserve a medal because they are now “being good” and that everything should be forgiven now that they are sober.

Dealing with these unbridled defects of character often proves to be an arduous task, and the bravado of the newcomer can be a high hurdle to overcome. Many newcomers whose lives are often coming apart, for example, aren’t convinced they even need to attain long-term sobriety; rather, they think they just need to slow down a bit, and that they can resume drinking again once things are back under control. They come into the rooms of recovery with their old ideas in place and with “back pocket” plans of how they are still going to have and do things their way. To underline their narcissism and sense of self-delusion, old-timers in the program have a saying that the easy way to tell whether a newcomer is lying is if his lips are moving. Getting them to slow down and examine themselves and the effects of their behaviors, and helping them uncover the real causes and conditions in their lives, is the great challenge facing the newcomer and all those who set out to help him.

Childishness and self-centeredness are just some of the characteristics that make up many heroes’ inner need for growth and change. Luke also starts off immature, reckless, and self-centered. Early in the adventure, when Ben warns Luke to “watch your step” before they enter the cantina because “this place can be a little rough,” Luke responds with the naivete and bravado of many would-be heroes. “I’m ready for anything,” he brashly claims, but clearly he isn’t. He repeatedly has to be saved—first from the stormtroopers outside the cantina, then from the intergalactic bully in the bar, then from his own recklessness in the Millennium Falcon when he wants Han Solo to rush into light speed. This immaturity is characteristic of the hero’s early emotional state and contributes to the imbalance that oftentimes pushes the hero onto the hero’s path.

The immature inner state of the alcoholic before recovery is often evidenced by the state of the ordinary world she is about to leave. The alcoholic’s pre-heroic life is often a tangle of dysfunctional relationships and situations that can range from unmanageable to incomprehensibly demoralizing, and sometimes even dangerous—all either caused or made worse by her drinking or compulsive behavior. All these situations, both internal and external, make up the call of recovery, pushing the hero to separate from the known or ordinary world, and draw them into an unknown world where a great transformation can take place. This process starts once the hero separates from her known world of drinking—the familiar behaviors, routines, old companions—and enters the mysterious, confusing, and unknown world of recovery. Either through an A.A. meeting or a prolonged stay in a treatment facility, recovery is a strange place indeed, filled with many unfamiliar sights, sayings, and rituals. To start with, recovery meetings are often filled with smiling, healthy-looking people who are actually happy to see the down-and-out-newcomer. This is usually a much different reaction from what a low-bottom drunk is used to receiving, for by the time she has hit bottom there are few people—except perhaps a group of lower companions—who are happy to see her. In addition to this unexpected welcome, there are many strange customs and rituals to be found here: meeting directories and phone lists, recovery pamphlets and literature, sponsors and sponsees, various prayers and meditations, readings both before and after the meeting, recovery and Twelve Step sayings, and much more.

Examples in myth, stories, and film abound with the hero leaving their known world and venturing into a strange new world as well. When Dorothy is torn from her small farm in Kansas and thrust into the enchanting and colorful world of Oz, she looks around in amazement and utters the memorable phrase, “Toto, I have a feeling we’re not in Kansas anymore.” Here she finds a new world filled with Munchkins, talking lions, both evil witches and protective witches, and a pathway that is a literal Yellow Brick Road. It is only in this unknown world, far away from the familiar and safe one she is used to, that a magical transformation can take place.

Luke Skywalker also leaves his familiar and humdrum life on Tatooine once he answers his call and sets off with Ben to find a way to Aldernaan. Everything is different in the unknown world Luke enters, starting with the cantina filled with beings as different and diverse as the universe itself. When Luke begins his lightsaber training in the new environment of the Millennium Falcon, he is introduced to new ways of fighting—blindfolded for one—as he tries to avoid the stun blasts of the remotes that buzz and swarm around him. When he finally arrives at the Death Star to rescue Leia, he gets trapped in a trash compactor with walls that threaten to crush him and his companions. In the unknown world of this adventure, Luke is challenged to adapt, grow, and change, and is given the help and resources that weren’t available to him in the known world he left behind.

Harry Potter is also separated from his ordinary and dreary life with the Dursleys when he answers his call. Separated from the non-magical people, the Muggles, Harry enters the unknown wizarding world, where everything, including the laws of gravity and physics, is different. Harry spends the majority of his time in and around a magical castle that houses the Hogwarts School of Magic, where everything is new to him, starting with the sorting ritual that determines the house of Gryffindor he is to become a part of. As Harry explores the castle, he finds paintings that talk and staircases that twist and turn while he’s on them. Even the grounds around Hogwarts, the Forbidden Forest, are different and dangerous, and Harry needs to learn many spells and charms just to survive. From owls that bring mail and messages, to the game of Quidditch played on flying broomsticks, this is clearly a new world to Harry.

Yet help is always offered in this unknown world, and for the person in recovery, rituals and procedures that meetings and the program adhere to help the newcomer make sense of this new place and help her discover her role within it. Rituals have a strong transformative effect, and the most effective ones start by putting us in a state of mind to do what we must do next for our development. Twelve Step meetings do this by following a uniformly structured format that both guides and reinforces the newcomer’s recovery. Meetings generally start with selected readings from the same sections of the Big Book, usually with the beginning of chapter five, “How It Works,” and then either the Twelve Traditions or another section from the book. This is routinely followed by acknowledging sober anniversaries as well as giving commemorative chips or medallions to newcomers to celebrate various lengths of sobriety—usually a welcome chip, a thirty-, sixty-, or ninety-day chip, and six- or nine-month chips. The chips and anniversaries acknowledge the changes that are already taking place for the newcomers and signify acceptance and validation by the group and the recovery community. Meetings also follow specific formats and end with participants rising, holding hands, and saying either the Lord’s Prayer or the Serenity Prayer. This closing practice prepares the initiate to leave this separate world and return to the everyday world. All these rituals give a shared meaning to the experience by celebrating the work being done and the transformation taking place.

Another important function of meetings is to teach people in recovery how to integrate and function as part of a group. People new to recovery have often become isolated or self-consumed, and by joining a meeting, they are now taught how to be part of a community again. Meetings require people to plan and act together, to show up on time, and to participate in the various readings, and members are encouraged to take commitments and actively engage in one of the roles necessary for putting a meeting on. Indeed, the members of the group themselves are responsible for meetings to take place. One member is elected by the group to become the secretary, and it is their job to take or assign the key to the meeting room to open up the space and to allow the setting up of chairs and tables before beginning. Various members volunteer to take other commitments, such as bringing food or making coffee, and still others are responsible for bringing the anniversary cakes and chips, bringing and setting up the recovery literature, making A.A.-related announcements, etc. At the close of the meeting, members once again act as a group to clean the meeting space and restore the room. In this coordinated way, members learn by participating with others, and through the structure and rituals of meetings, they learn how to commit to and become part of a community again.

Members are also encouraged to open up in meetings, to let themselves be known by sharing their feelings and experiences with their new community. This is often hard at first as most newcomers, after years of heavy drinking or drugging, have become defensive and secretive. The thought of opening up to a group of strangers and letting them know what is really going on can be terrifying. Many newcomers balk at participating at first, but after hearing many other people in meetings share openly and honestly about their experiences, newcomers do finally begin disclosing parts of themselves and letting others in. Many meetings offer open participation formats for this kind of sharing, and this structure helps normalize the bewildering feelings and fears newcomers have, and helps provide them the chance to step outside their isolated self and become a part of their new recovery community. Like all good rituals, meetings act as transitional spaces teaching, supporting, and helping to transform the newcomer’s attitudes and actions and, ultimately, provide an environment where the essential work will be done and the great change can take place.

In this unknown world of sobriety and meetings, there is also a new language—the language of recovery. Sayings such as “Let go and let God,” and “One day at a time,” the Serenity Prayer, and many other prayers and sayings are ritualistically repeated or hung on the walls to emphasize and facilitate the spiritual changes taking place. “It’s an inside job” is a saying that heralds the work the hero will undergo and helps prepare him for the onslaught of unfamiliar and often threatening feelings this inner journey is about to uncover. Another saying helps make light of this experience when it says: “The good news in recovery is that you get your feelings back; the bad news is that you get your feelings back.” Early recovery is a dizzying place indeed, an emotional roller coaster as years of suppressed feelings surge their way to the surface. Many of these feelings lie on top of volcanoes of anger that soon explode into a rage as old as time itself—a rage manifested as the self-loathing that almost caused the alcoholic to drink himself to death. The new language of recovery gives a voice to these unacknowledged and often threatening feelings, and helps provide the tools to decipher and deal with them.

All of the transformational elements are here for the hero in this unknown world of recovery, and it is a place that indeed holds great treasures. Ahead await wondrous experiences of redemption, connection, and growth—miraculous changes that cannot be anticipated nor imagined. If the hero has the courage to enter the journey path, a great healing for himself and the world will result. But, like all new worlds, it is also a place of troubles. Ahead lie challenges that will push the hero past his limits and force him to grow in ways never anticipated. Ahead there will be dragons and monsters long forgotten and buried memories and emotions too scary to face. While the call to the adventure will entreat and promise, it will also threaten and challenge and call out fierce resistance from the old self. The dangers on the path ahead are real, and the greatest danger of the journey will come here at the entrance to this unknown world—the danger of refusing the call itself.


Refusal of the Call


“Aldernaan? I’m not going to Aldernaan. It’s late, I have to get home. I’m in for it as it is.”

—Luke Skywalker, Star Wars: Episode IV—A New Hope



While the world has been changed by heroes who have answered their call and fulfilled the quest, and while myth, literature, and tales old and new tell of the deeds and of the boon of the hero’s journey completed, the world’s stories also tell a different tale. This is the cautionary tale of the tragic hero—the hero who refuses to answer the call of his soul and indeed of destiny itself. The tragic hero instead chooses to remain in his ordinary world and consequently endures the eventual dull decline or tragic consequences of refusing to grow and change.

While the call offers to transfer spiritual energy from the individual to society, the refusal to accept this call leads to the hording of this energy. It is essentially a refusal to give up the seeming advantages of getting one’s own way. The tragic hero chooses instead to keep this energy locked within his own twisted consciousness where it unleashes unmanageable and sometimes gravely pitiful consequences. The power that would have transformed the hero and the world is now imprisoned by the inflated ego tyrant, which, having turned inward, becomes the opposite of its true nature: a dark, terrorizing monster that threatens and tortures the would-be hero. By damning up this vital energy of the spirit as it seeks expression—a way of connecting with and helping others—the hero prevents its release and thus renewal. The refusal to let go of this energy leads to a life that is powered by self-centered fear and tormented by the perceived threats of a rapacious ego.

The alcoholic who refuses the call of recovery is truly the tragic hero. For the alcoholic or addict, selfish and self-centered in the extreme, refusing the call to stop drinking and using—and so refusing the call to shed his childish and demanding ego state—means the twisting of spiritual energy to serve only himself. He becomes physically and emotionally sick, relationships suffer and are broken, and in time the alcoholic becomes unable to save even himself. This condemned state of the alcoholic/addict who has refused his call is one of complete spiritual bankruptcy. When spiritual energy is trapped in the prison of self, it becomes the darkest shadow of its true nature, ultimately destroying the alcoholic and the lives of those closest to him. Like the Minotaur (from the Greek myth of King Minos2) ravaging the countryside of Crete, the alcoholic is, as the Big Book says, “like a tornado roaring his way through the lives of others.”3 The energy that had the power to save the alcoholic becomes the monster that now destroys him, and as he clings to his perceived advantages, the very gates of a living hell clang shut around him. The hero turns away from the joys of life, the challenges and surprises of ever-changing situations, the endless cycle of deaths and births, and instead demands that his rigid system of values, beliefs, and goals be protected and maintained.

This refusal can have consequences both big and small. For many, the unanswered call leads merely to a dull and boring life of unrealized potentials, hopes, and dreams. Think of the kind of life Luke Skywalker would have had if Ben had left on the adventure without him and Luke went back to moisture farming. Or think of the kind of life Indiana Jones would have had if he had refused the call to go after the Ark of the Covenant and instead chosen to stay and teach archaeology in the dull and dusty classroom. If Dorothy had made it into the storm shelter, imagine her living the rest of her life on the farm in Kansas. To refuse the call and wait life out is to live the life of quiet desperation Thoreau wrote about.

At its unresolved worst, the refusal becomes the demon that destroys from the inside out, leading to the kind of emptiness and misery that is never sated or eased and can easily lead to years of depression and even suicide. By rejecting their own innate need to grow and change, the hero is rejecting both the power and the freedom that comes with rebirth. Rejection turns situations that would have been empowering into their opposites—into their shadows. The journey, which would have liberated, instead enslaves, and the hero turns himself from potential savior to a victim needing to be saved.

This refusal to transform from the child state to the adult stifles not only the growth of the individual but the whole of society as well. His Majesty the Baby becomes the tyrant monster—forever vigilant to resentfully avenge any threat (real or imaged) to his selfish demands. The consequences of the refusal of the call can run the gamut from a perpetual state of discontent and anxiety to an unmanageable physical, emotional, or spiritual state to an existence that can be described as “pitiful and incomprehensible demoralization.”4 Alcoholics who have deteriorated to this state live lives trapped in situations that continue to spiral out of control, each situation or result seemingly worse than the one that came before it. Losing homes, families, and careers is just the start down this dismal road, and it is said in the program that there are only three final destinations for alcoholics who continue to refuse their call: jail, institutions, or death.

Alcoholism is a cunning disease, however, and the consequences of the refusal may appear at first—and from the outside—mild for some alcoholics, as some “high-functioning” alcoholics are able to maintain high levels of activities and careers and even achievement. Closer inspection, though, often reveals convoluted behaviors: lying to bosses, family members, or friends; manipulating and taking advantage of others; hiding bottles or their drug use from spouses; or indulging in increasingly selfish and often risky behaviors in order to keep drinking and acting out. This labyrinth of deception grows more complex as the disease of addiction progresses and the alcoholic continues to charge through people’s lives, lying, stealing, cheating, and telling more lies to cover things up. Behaviors and situations deteriorate as the unrecovered hero continues to deny his problem and defends his right to drink. Horrific wreckage is often just “inches and seconds” away and becomes the sad reality for many antiheroes as overdoses, fatal car wrecks, and other accidents can result in the ultimate, life-changing disaster.

There are common stories, for example, in the recovery program when someone answers the call to get sober but then is either unable or unwilling to take the Steps required to get and maintain sobriety. Many heroes come into the program but refuse to take the suggestions to get a sponsor or to begin working the Steps, and they soon start showing up late to meetings, leaving early, and then stop going altogether. Many a sad tale can be recounted by A.A. members of people who were deeply in need of sobriety but who just couldn’t humble themselves enough to get sober. Their fates are recounted in newspapers seemingly weekly. One article told the tale of a woman who didn’t stop drinking between meetings and instead got behind the wheel of her car one more time while intoxicated. When she came out of her blackout, the police were knocking at her door, looking for answers to her broken fender and asking questions about a hit-and-run fatality just blocks from her home. Unable to remember the incident, an eyewitness identified her fleeing the scene, and today this woman is serving a long jail sentence in prison for manslaughter. Countless tales such as these can be recounted, and new stories just like this one are the ongoing, tragic result of the call refused.

While the refusal of the call is bad enough and causes untold negative consequences, the real problem of refusing the call is that, despite the resulting wreckage and pain, the situations that generated the call don’t simply go away. Instead, they taunt and haunt the hero and often become a horrible mirror reflecting back to him his character defects and fears. By refusing to change and grow, the anti-hero loses the ability to save himself. Nothing he does helps. As he sinks deeper and deeper into isolation, desperation, and frustration, the opportunity for growth and discovery is lost. Now his energy is spent on self-defense and the protection of his ego, values, and perceived advantages. And that’s just the start. If the call to adventure is not answered, the hero continues to find himself facing similar situations that attack the same weaknesses and character defects again and again. He continually creates and then gets locked into his own labyrinths filled with greed, self-centered fears, and obsessions. You may have heard that the definition of insanity is doing the same things over and over again and expecting different results. By refusing the call and not changing, it’s easy to find himself in the same relationship over and over, only with different people, or in the same job, only at different companies. The self-replicating situations that once offered a chance for redemption and freedom become a recurring nightmare keeping the hero enchained in the prison of refusal.

A modern example of the call refused and how the hero faces the same situations—in this case the exact same situations—until he resolves his weaknesses and character defects is in the wonderful film Groundhog Day. In the beginning of the film we see that the main character, Phil Connors, has already refused his call to grow beyond his childish, ego-driven self. Phil appears smug, self-serving, demanding, intolerant, self-pitying, bitter, and defensive. He is the antihero taken to the extreme, and he is quick to exploit others and situations without a care for the welfare of others or the community. Phil is immaturity and refusal of the call personified, and he shows no interest in changing. As a result of this stubborn refusal to change, Phil gets trapped in the same day over and over. Each morning, he wakes up in the same motel room in Punxsutawney, Pennsylvania, to the Sonny and Cher song “I’ve Got You, Babe” blaring from his bedside alarm clock, and he finds his inner refusal to change mirrored by his outer world not changing either. Each new day is exactly the same as the previous day: all the people, situations, and events occur exactly the same as the day before.

The first half of the film reflects the consequences of not answering the call. Still refusing to change, Phil spends the next weeks, months, or even years (it’s hard to tell just how long this goes on) manipulating people and situations as his childish, immature self tries to run the show. Each day offers a new call to change his reactions and grow, yet he chooses instead to do as he pleases and to push his advantage: He repeatedly punches Ned Ryerson, sets up Nancy Taylor, robs an armored car, etc. Phil is locked in the labyrinth of his refusal and goes through each day trying to change things through self-will and manipulation. This is the tragedy of all antiheroes because the only thing they can truly change is themselves, and this is exactly what they refuse to do. Phil’s situation represents the virtual prison the refusal of the call ultimately brings: He is frozen emotionally, incapable of helping himself, and tortured by a seemingly endless future that includes all the same people, situations, and outcomes from the day before. He wakes each day to a living hell, and the only way out is to answer the call of that new day, which he slowly, eventually does.

Ultimately, the refusal of the alcoholic to get sober is the same as all antiheroes’ refusal to pass on to the next stage of life. The tyrant child’s refusal to grow up and accept the responsibilities and freedoms of adulthood stifles both his own growth and that of his family and community. Though the unknown world of recovery offers a path to freedom and transformation, the troubles for the immature, selfish, and fear-based alcoholic, often burdened with financial, physical, and emotional wreckage, frequently outweigh the treasures. Mired in their own living nightmare, and driven by an insidious need to get their own way, the “Hideous Four Horsemen—Terror, Bewilderment, Frustration, Despair”5—stand as powerful threshold guardians barring the path to a new way of life. For many in this desperate situation, it often takes a severe bottom before they are willing to finally admit to their innermost self that they are powerless over alcohol (or other substances) and that their lives are truly unmanageable. While many may hear the call, it takes the courage of surrender to submit to and choose the hero’s journey.

The call that beckons, pushes, entices, or drags the hero into the adventure signals that a great change, a new awakening or spiritual transfiguration, is about to take place. The hero is soon to leave behind not only his ordinary world but also the essential parts of himself, which he once relied on to make his way through that world. These immense changes don’t occur in the ordinary world, so the hero is drawn out to a new land, either physically or metaphysically. New rules, new insights, and new ways of knowing are acquired, and new ways of acting must be learned to survive here. In this unknown land a source of magnified Power will be accessed, a Power that, once aligned with and surrendered to, will make possible the transfiguration needed to transform and heal. The hero will be made new again by this wondrous, mysterious, and threatening journey, and if he answers the call, both he and the community to which he returns will benefit from the lessons learned and risks taken.

Joseph Campbell said that “the hero is a man of self-achieved submission,”6 and for the alcoholic, this submission is achieved through a great willingness to surrender his old way of life and take the First Step of recovery. Once the alcoholic/addict has answered his call by admitting to his innermost self that he is powerless over alcohol (or other substances) and that his life has become unmanageable, he becomes ready to be introduced to a Power greater than himself. This is the Power that will at first save him and eventually transform him as he works the rest of the Steps. Meeting a mentor who will introduce the hero to a Higher Power and lend his experience, strength, and hope to help him prepare for the obstacles ahead is the next step of the hero’s journey and the purpose of Step Two.
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