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FOREWORD


As I grew up during my teen years, my mother, Anne Smith, held steadfast to the hope and dream that her husband, Dr. Bob Smith, would become a sober, changed individual, which certainly did happen eventually. But it was a long, hard journey. In the early 1930s, Mother saw a faint glimmer of hope at last, due in large part to the love and fellowship she received from the Oxford Group in Akron, Ohio.


Because the Oxford Group and the book What Is the Oxford Group? dramatically and positively changed the course of my family’s life, not to mention the millions of other lives that have been and continue to be changed by Alcoholics Anonymous, I will always feel immense love and gratitude toward this wonderful organization of supportive individuals.


I am, therefore, honored that I have been asked to write the foreword to this book, which consists of a reprinting of the original What Is the Oxford Group? and a modern-day revision, titled Practice These Principles.


That “faint glimmer of hope” I mentioned earlier proved to be a nibble of things to come for my mother. I could put it another way and say that Anne Smith snatched at what the Oxford Group had to offer much like a largemouth bass takes to a night crawler. She was solely intent on clinging to and strengthening the one facet that gave her life its true meaning: HOPE.


Mother faithfully attended Oxford Group meetings and read copiously about the subject areas and authors of special interest to members. Through sharing and receiving the sharing of others, she learned how to cope and live more serenely than she ever thought possible. By no means was any of this an easy course to follow, but it was very satisfying in the long run, as many AA members would certainly testify.


Another huge source of support my mother received was through the many long phone calls she had with Oxford Group members, most notably Henrietta Seiberling, who was instrumental in arranging the first meeting between Bill Wilson and my father.


My mother and fellow Oxford Group members worked together to get Dad to attend meetings and eventually to share his alcohol problem with the group. Dad came to rely on the love, support, and praise he received from the Oxford Group. And, after he met Bill W., he went into full gear with the Four Absolutes.


In those days, when a person had a slip—such as when Bill W. slipped after Ebby Thacher talked with him, and when Dad slipped after meeting with Bill W.—there were no guidelines to follow in order to rectify the slip, except for the Four Absolutes. Bill W. and Dr. Bob pounded out the Twelve Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous after they had attended Oxford Group meetings over the course of three years. As a result, the principles embodied in the Twelve Steps come primarily through Bill’s and Dad’s involvement in the Oxford Group.


My father, who died in 1950, took his last drink June 10, 1935. The years of sobriety he enjoyed were due to the influence of the Oxford Group and, later, Alcoholics Anonymous. Both of these groups allowed my mother’s hope and dream to come true.


It is my hope and dream that many, many people who have diverse problems and are in need of solace and support, as well as those who have a keen interest in expanding their recovery programs, will benefit from these two books within a book (which in essence is a primer of the Oxford Group), just as my parents and early AA members have benefited from it.


All of us can apply the principles contained in Practice These Principles and What Is the Oxford Group? to our daily lives and, as a result, form a closer relationship to our idea of God.


—SUE SMITH WINDOWS
AKRON, OHIO




INTRODUCTION




A.A.’s Twelve Steps are a group of principles,


spiritual in their nature,


which, if practiced as a way of life,


can expel the obsession to drink


and enable the sufferer to become happy and usefully whole.


–TWELVE STEPS AND TWELVE TRADITIONS





I spoke at an AA group’s anniversary meeting in St. Paul, Minnesota, about a year ago and left the members with a riddle, “If the principles of Twelve Step recovery are not the Twelve Steps, then what are the principles?”


I returned to the same meeting recently to present a sponsee with a sobriety medallion and a few people approached me with the same comment. “I’ve been looking all year, since your talk, in the literature for the principles and can’t find them!” My answer was the same as I tell my sponsees, “The principles of Twelve Step recovery are the opposite of our character defects.”


In recovery, we try to take the opposite of our character defects/shortcomings and turn them into principles. For example, we work to change fear into faith, hate into love, egoism into humility, anxiety and worry into serenity, complacency into action, denial into acceptance, jealousy into trust, fantasizing into reality, selfishness into service, resentment into forgiveness, judgmentalism into tolerance, despair into hope, self-hate into self-respect, and loneliness into fellowship. Through this work we learn to understand the principles of our program.


Such work may look like an overwhelming goal to an outsider, but those of us in AA know that our true goal is “progress, not perfection.” As the Big Book, Alcoholics Anonymous, tells us, we are not destined for sainthood and we should not be discouraged when we cannot “maintain anything like perfect adherence to these principles. The point is, that we are willing to grow along spiritual lines. The principles are guides to progress.”


But what, exactly, are these principles and where did they come from? Over the years a list of principles that correspond to each of the Twelve Steps has been printed in local area AA newsletters and on pocket cards. The origin of this list is unknown, although used by many Twelve Step members:








	STEP 1

	HONESTY







	STEP 2

	HOPE







	STEP 3

	FAITH







	STEP 4

	COURAGE







	STEP 5

	INTEGRITY







	STEP 6

	WILLINGNESS







	STEP 7

	HUMILITY







	STEP 8

	BROTHERLY LOVE







	STEP 9

	JUSTICE







	STEP 10

	PERSEVERANCE







	STEP 11

	SPIRITUAL AWARENESS







	STEP 12

	SERVICE
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The origins of AA’s principles, and of the AA program itself, can be traced back to the Oxford Group, a nondenominational spiritual movement. The cofounders of AA, Bill Wilson and Dr. Bob Smith, were both associated with the Oxford Group prior to their meeting in 1935. (Bill attended meetings for five months and Dr. Bob for two and a half years.) The Oxford Group’s influence on the development of AA was substantial. As Bill Wilson wrote in Alcoholics Anonymous Comes of Age, “The important thing is this: the early A.A. got its ideas of self-examination, acknowledgment of character defects, restitution for harm done, and working with others straight from the Oxford Groups.” Today millions of individuals and their families have been helped by AA’s suggested Twelve Step program, which originated primarily from the Oxford Group. Also, other Twelve Step fellowships (e.g., Narcotics Anonymous, Al-Anon, Overeaters Anonymous) have helped countless others improve their lives.


What Is the Oxford Group?, written anonymously in 1933, is considered to be the “Big Book” of the Oxford Group and its reprinting here is offered for those interested in the historic roots of the Twelve Steps, principles of AA, and as a study guide. What Is the Oxford Group? appears here in its entire original version, although the page numbers in this reprint do not correspond to the original. Practice These Principles is a revision of the original 1933 book with more up-to-date secular language. Studying these books can only add a greater perspective of the principles of Twelve Step recovery.
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That the Oxford Group influenced the structure of Alcoholics Anonymous is common knowledge within the program. What has not always been told or recognized are the details of the spiritual recovery material that Bill W. and Dr. Bob heard, learned, and applied from the Oxford Group. Many of the ideas that formed the foundation of AA’s suggested Steps of recovery came from (the then named) A First Century Christian Fellowship—founded in 1921 by a Lutheran minister, Dr. Frank Buchman, and led in New York by his chief American lieutenant, Rev. Samuel Shoemaker, rector of Calvary Episcopal Church. This fellowship changed its name to the Oxford Group in 1928.


I suggested earlier that the principles of AA are the opposite of our character defects and one can write quite a list. But basically the principles come directly from the Oxford Group’s “Four Absolutes” (absolute honesty, absolute purity, absolute unselfishness, and absolute love).


It would have been very awkward for the AA program to include the Four Absolutes in their Big Book and would have not, in a sense, indicated a marked split from the Oxford Group. This is not to say that the founders of AA did not respect and value the role the Four Absolutes had in the development of AA’s suggested program of recovery. In 1948, Dr. Bob recalled the absolutes as “the only yardsticks” Alcoholics Anonymous had in the early days, before the Twelve Steps. He said he still felt they could be extremely helpful when he wanted to do the right thing and the answer was not obvious. “Almost always, if I measure my decision carefully by the yardsticks of absolute honesty, absolute unselfishness, absolute purity, and absolute love, and it checks up pretty well with those four, then my answer can’t be very far out of the way,” he said. The absolutes form the basis for many AA meetings around America today and are still published and widely quoted in the Ohio area.
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Many men and women found recovery from alcoholism in the Oxford Group. Another AA forefather who originally found guidance in the Oxford Group was Richmond Walker. He stayed sober with the help of the Oxford Group in Boston, Massachusetts. Richmond, who later came to AA, would write the most famous and often used daily meditation book for Twelve Step recovery, Twenty-Four Hours a Day.
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During the writing of AA’s Big Book, Bill W. and other contributors developed a more specific “Oxfordized” method of helping only alcoholics. They deleted aspects of Oxford Group ideas which, in their experience, did not apply, such as showing a lack of anonymity, requiring a newcomer to accept his alcoholism, referring to God by a specific name (Jesus), and placing emphasis on attracting famous people to the fellowship. Also, early AA members added Dr. William Silkworth’s ideas about alcoholism that are detailed in the Big Book chapters “The Doctor’s Opinion” and “More About Alcoholism.” These ideas account for Step One of the Twelve Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous. Some of the ideas about spiritual experience and spiritual awakening came from the American psychologist William James, outlined in his book The Varieties of Religious Experience, published in 1902, and used extensively by Oxford Group members.


In a March 1960 article titled “After Twenty-Five Years,” which appeared The A.A. Grapevine, Bill W. wrote:




William James also heavily emphasized the need for hitting bottom. Thus did he reinforce A.A.’s Step One and so did he supply us with the spiritual essence of today’s Step Twelve. Having now accounted for A.A.’s Step One and Twelve, it is natural that we should ask, “Where did the early A.A.s find the material for the remaining ten Steps? Where did we learn about moral inventory, amends for harm done, turning wills and lives over to God? Where did we learn about meditation and prayer and all the rest of it?” The spiritual substance of our remaining ten Steps came straight from Dr. Bob’s and my own earlier association with the Oxford Groups.





During the same period that Bill W. was writing AA’s Big Book, the early AAs were slowly ending their association with the Oxford Group, first in New York and gradually in Akron. The primary reasons that the (yet unnamed) AA’s left the Oxford Group were (1) they wanted to concentrate on only helping alcoholics, (2) the Oxford Group leader, Frank Buchman, made favorable comments in public about Nazi Germany, (3) the Catholic Church discouraged its members from joining any other “religious” groups, which the Oxford Group was perceived to be, and (4) the Oxford Group frowned on tobacco use.


One often hears that early AA’s left the Oxford Group due to the group’s dislike and unwillingness to help alcoholics. The following excerpt from Charles Clapp’s book The Big Bender illustrates the opposite. Clapp writes of an incident that occurred four months after Bill W. and Dr. Bob met:




It was not long before I was again on a bender of three days’ duration. The third loop occurred in early October and I landed in town (New York City) before it had ended. There, a former drunk who had completely given up drinking after coming in touch with the Oxford Group, cornered me. We spent several hours together and I honestly faced not only the problem of liquor itself, but all the things underneath and back of it all, which had caused me to drink. For the first time, I admitted drinking had me licked; when I drank I lost control of myself and I was the most selfish human being on earth. I definitely determined to turn my life over to God, to try and straighten out all the messes I had caused and to pay whatever price was necessary to get my life, as nearly as I could, on a basis of Absolute Honesty, Purity, Unselfishness, and Love. Since that day in October, 1935, I have not had a drink….


One way to test quickly a thought or plan is to see if it conflicts with any one of the four standards—Absolute Honesty, Absolute Purity, Absolute Unselfishness, and Absolute Love. It is a certainty God is not going to tell me to do anything which will violate any of these. Should a thought or plan of great moment, or one about which there was some doubt come to me, I check it with others who are living on this basis. Checking is done by talking it all over, clearly and honestly, praying about it, and seeing whether it seems right….


I have not become absolutely honest, pure, unselfish, and loving—no, nowhere near! But whereas I used to be a drunk—now I don’t drink at all; I used to think of no one but myself—now I endeavor to be considerate of others; I used to lie when I felt like it—now I try to tell the truth; I used to look down on most people—now I see qualities in them which I never knew existed; I used to be restless and unhappy—now I am calm and happy; I used to think the other fellow was always wrong—now I do not; I used to feel that conditions, times, the town, the state, the country, and the world were at fault and should be changed—now I realize it is individuals like myself who need to change.


In this way of life I am very new. The sample I have tasted is swell—I want more. In seeking and following this new path I do not know where I may go, what I may do, how I may live, or what I may become, but I do know that I have found a formula for my own life which works better than any I have known. Believe me, from where I sit, the future looks fascinating—full of adventure, action, romance, happiness, and tremendous hope.
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I was fortunate to complete a one thousand-hour internship for my master’s degree in the archives at AA headquarters in New York City in 1983. This was an invaluable experience as my subsequent career has remained in archival and historical research and writing about what America has done regarding alcoholism and its treatment during the past two hundred years. Also, as an AA member, I felt honored to meet many of the individuals who participated in and remembered the period between 1935 and 1939. My personal recovery has been enriched by the research I’ve done of the Oxford Group and its influence in the putting together of AA’s Big Book.


In my own bias and as a student of the Big Book, I believe we all may benefit by studying the history of AA. This presentation of What Is the Oxford Group? and Practice These Principles will help readers understand the significant role the Oxford Group had in the development of Alcoholics Anonymous.


I suggest that fellow members and sponsees who read this 1933 Big Book of the Oxford Group take notes while reading and write down similarities between What Is the Oxford Group? and the Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous (third edition). Examples:


1. “Half measures availed us nothing.”


Alcoholics Anonymous


“Half measures will be as fruitless as no measures at all.”


What Is the Oxford Group?


2. “The age of miracles is still with us.”


Alcoholics Anonymous


“The age of miracles is still with us.”


What Is the Oxford Group?


3. “So our troubles, we think, are basically of our own making.”


Alcoholics Anonymous


“Difficulties in the way are your own making.”


What Is the Oxford Group?


The three examples cited above are only a beginning of the study opportunities in this exercise. Be sure to look at the chapter on “Guidance” in What Is the Oxford Group? and pages 68, 86–87, and 95 in AA’s Big Book. In addition to the Four Absolutes, the Oxford Group practiced the principles of the “Five C’s”: confidence, confession, conviction, conversion, and continuance. One can find an explanation of the Five C’s in another book written by an Oxford Group turned AA member, Richmond Walker, in his book Twenty-Four Hours a Day (May 23rd through May 27th).
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I would like to thank my friends in Little Rock, Arkansas, for their assistance and suggestions while I worked on the Practice These Principles text.


—BILL P.




BOOK I


PRACTICE THESE PRINCIPLES




BOOK I


CONTENTS


OUR FELLOWSHIP


SURRENDER


SIN (SHORTCOMINGS/CHARACTER DEFECTS)


SHARING FOR CONFESSION


WITNESS (STORY)


RESTITUTION (AMENDS)


GUIDANCE (CONSCIOUS CONTACT)


THE FOUR ABSOLUTES:


1. ABSOLUTE HONESTY


2. ABSOLUTE PURITY


3. ABSOLUTE UNSELFISHNESS


4. ABSOLUTE LOVE


YOU




OUR FELLOWSHIP


Our Fellowship has no official membership list, subscriptions, badge, or rules, nor owns vast amounts of property. It is a name for a group of people who, from every rank, profession, and trade, in many countries, have surrendered their lives to the God of their understanding. They are endeavoring to lead spiritual lives under the guidance of the Spirit of the Universe.


Our Fellowship is not a religion. It has no hierarchy, no temples, no endowments; its members have no salaries, no plans but God’s plan. Every country is their country, every person their brother and sister. They carry our message in modern dress, wearing spiritual armor. Their aim is to realize their suggested program of recovery on the world tide of addiction.


Our Fellowship works within every religious denomination, planning to bring those outside back into their fold and to reawaken those within to their maximum service to God. It advocates nothing that is not the fundamental basis of all religious faiths and takes no side in sectarian disputes. It seeks to enable us to use our beliefs to their best advantage for ourselves and for the world in general. This means living as near as we can, by God’s help, to the lives our Higher Power has mapped out for us. When we decide to accept this new way of living we can get back to that plan again by surrendering our lives to the God of our understanding. By our good works we live as parallel as we can to Right Principles here on earth. With God’s Guidance to show us how we can best do that, we can continue on that plan and make progress.


Those of us who have seen the wonders of the results of the life changing of new members can only describe them as modern miracles. These are men and women who have never before realized that self-will can kill not only the soul but also mind, talents, and happiness as surely as a malignant cancer can kill the body. They have found that surrender to God, in actuality as well as in theory, means a new lease on life that brings with it a fuller joy of living than they ever realized was possible. They have been reborn to the world as well as reborn to a Spirit of the Universe.


All their appreciation of the best and worthwhile things in life, of their work, and of their capacity for human friendship have become really alive. Living has now limitless depth and breadth and height and is no longer a stifling prison. A Higher Power has ceased to be only a figure in religion to them and becomes a Reality with boundless modern wisdom, an understanding and really helpful Creative Intelligence who is very near to them in all they think, do, and say. They know now the secret of real happiness on earth, the spiritual profit given by the right kind of outlook, a real sense of the values of life, and a true sense of spiritual and material proportion. In fact, they have become sane.


Undeniable evidence of the fruits of the work of our Fellowship has been published and needs no repetition here. Books detailing many of the marvels that have resulted from its changing of lives can be obtained easily. Spoken evidence from men and women witnesses can be heard at weekly meetings or at larger gatherings, which are arranged from time to time in various places. Thousands of these witnesses are convicted by the evidence in their own lives of what the life changing of the program has done for them and can do for others. We will go anywhere at any time to help anyone whose life has become a burden of addiction. We will stand by until that person has been set free from trouble and brought to a new understanding of the spiritual and the possibilities of a new way of life. No person has sunk too far; no case for spiritual care can go beyond our scope. People’s knowledge of their need and having a need for change in their lives is all that is necessary for us to help them. We know for sure that the age of miracles has not passed from us. For these miracles we are willing instruments for a willing God.


Families, relationships, and marriages have been united, partners brought together with a new, understanding love between them. Lonely people have been made to see that many are eager for and will be honored by their friendship. People who are obsessed by their problems find that they can be set free and reborn into spiritual liberty. Would-be suicides live to be useful and happy men and women. The young find a purpose in their future, which is not dull and uninteresting but adventurous and worth growing toward. The elderly learn that each day more of life given to them is a day they can live to its fullest. We learn that all vain regrets for our past are as useless as a storm that has passed over and is gone.


The suggested ideals of our Fellowship are to bring into the world the realization of the power of our principles as a force for spiritual and material stability and betterment of the world and to awaken in us as individuals the knowledge that we are wasting our spiritual inheritance and that our active addiction and self-will run riot are the frustration of God’s plan for us. It sets out to make the world understand that spiritual common sense is of more practical value and use to humanity than selfish piety or blind paganism.


The working beliefs of the Group are not misty ideals. They are practical standards within the scope of anyone who will give his or her life in the world—powerful, insignificant, interesting, or prosaic as that life may be—into God’s absolute keeping. There is no reason why this giving of our lives to God should mean our being pious or religious bores. Neither should it mean that we have to give up our ordinary obligations or duties. It means we surrender to our Higher Power everything that stands between God and us.


Our Fellowship has four points that, we suggest, are the keys to the kind of spiritual life God wishes us to lead. These points are




	Absolute Honesty





	Absolute Purity





	Absolute Unselfishness





	Absolute Love





The average newcomer on seeing these points or hearing of them asks: “But how can I—or anyone—be absolutely honest or pure or unselfish or loving in a world like this?”


The great spiritual teachers throughout world history have kept to these four points in their fullness. Many were individuals without home, possessions, or earthly commitments. The nearer we live and the progress we make to the Absolute in these four points, the nearer we are to the realm of the Spirit, whether it means being without a home, possessions, or earthly responsibilities, or taking on more responsibilities. God knows the energy we put into our fight for a life founded on Right Principles. God knows the difficulties of circumstances and the influence of environment that confront us at every step. Because God can gauge the sincerity of our vision, our new employer does not too harshly condemn our stumbling. We have not the knowledge that would enable us to judge if any man or woman has been able to live a life absolutely as the saints would have him or her live it. But we do know that these necessary four points for a spiritual life are absolute ones and examples to which we can aspire and make progress, by the help of God.


The four points are the basis of beauty of thought, word, and deed. They may not be so unattainable as we may suppose, although few can or have ever lived lives of Absolute Honesty, Purity, Unselfishness, and Love. “For all have sinned and come short of the glory of God,” the Christian writer Saint Paul tells us. It is doubtful if even a mystic, giving up his or her life to pious contemplation, lives a life founded on these four points in their fullness. It is a matter of argument whether their shutting themselves away from human contact is Absolute Love for their fellows. It certainly seems to the uninitiated to be selflessness in a negative form.


The saints and spiritual leaders of this world, past and present, are those who, while still leading a helpful material life for other people, fight relentless warfare against their own temptations and the negative results of character defects in other people. They are the Saint Georges, who persistently strive to kill the dragon of Sin, which will not lie down and die gracefully. Daily they are singed by the fiery breath from the dragon’s devouring jaws, crushed to earth by its huge unwieldy body. But they rise again, pick up the sword of a new life dropped when they fell into trouble, and forgiven their fall, by God’s grace they commence once again their fight for Honesty, Purity, Unselfishness, and Love.


To be spiritually reborn and to live in the state in which these four points are the suggested guides to our lives in God, we advocate four practical spiritual activities:




	Sharing our moral inventory and temptations with God and with another person whose life has been given to God, and carrying the message to help others, still unchanged, to recognize and acknowledge their wrongs.





	Surrender of our lives, past, present, and future, into God’s keeping and direction.





	Restitution to all whom we have wronged directly or indirectly.





	Listening to, accepting, relying on God’s and our sponsors’, spiritual advisors’, fellow members’ Guidance and carrying it out in everything we do or say, great or small.





These spiritual activities have proved indispensable to countless numbers who are living Changed lives. They are not new ideas or inventions of our Fellowship. They are the simple tenets of simple universal spiritual wisdom through time.


Our Fellowship is not one group. It is a collection of groups active in carrying the message in many countries, meeting in ordinary places where ordinary men and women are accustomed to meet in the course of their daily lives. We do not find it necessary to hide. Our mission is the redemption of individuals and nations from the pain of addiction and to keep alive the Great Fact that every man, woman, and child in this world might see and understand that Perfection of Life to which all of us would attain if we, too, would be spiritually fit.


Our meetings are held everywhere, in small towns and big cities. When our members share their experiences of a new way of living, it awakens others to the possibilities of what this new quality of life may have in store for them. By the help of God and our fellow members, plans are formed to bring those who are spiritually asleep or in spiritual need into the Program, and the best ways to carry these out are discussed.
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