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				Usefulness Prayer


				God, help me today to find balance


				Between my character defects and the


				Principles of our Program


				So as, to be useful


				To myself, all others, and You,


				The God of my understanding.1


				Step Six


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


				Step Seven


				Humbly asked Him to remove our shortcomings.













		
			
				Preface

				—

				It has been more than twelve years since the first edition of Drop the Rock was published. During that time, I’ve presented the book in seminars, retreats, and talks ranging in length from one to twelve hours. The positive response to Drop the Rock is more than I ever expected; I have especially enjoyed hearing that many sponsors give a copy of the book to their sponsees after listening to their Fifth Step.

				Many Twelve Step members hold Drop the Rock groups at members’ homes. They meet one night a week over a specified number of weeks, usually eight. As I do in my longer seminars, the group leader preassigns the personal stories in the book to individuals. When that story is reached in the sequence of the book, the assigned member usually reads the story and comments on how he or she identifies with the character’s story.

				The new material in this second edition has been added as a result of comments received from individuals who have read the first edition and knowledge I have obtained throughout my recovery journey, which has now moved into its twenty-sixth year. When I first joined AA, I thought the Big Book’s program of action was saying a thousand things. I slowly began to understand that it is saying a few simple things a thousand times.

				During the early 1980s I worked in the archives at AA Headquarters in New York and one of the most asked questions was, “What is the difference between character defects and shortcomings?” The answer is that there is no difference. Bill W. and the other authors of the Big Book didn’t want to use the same word in both Steps. The same approach is used in this book—“character defects” is used interchangeably with “shortcomings.”

				Nell Wing, Bill W.’s longtime secretary and the first archivist at AA, and I found the original Mary “Drop the Rock” story (which begins the introduction of this book) in an old intergroup newsletter. On occasion, this book gets confused with the famous 1976 AA convention talk by Sandy B. called “Drop the Rock.” Although Sandy’s dropping the rock image is only three minutes of a fifty-minute talk, it has become legendary. Thanks, Sandy, for letting us include your “Drop the Rock” parable in this edition.

				Thank you to all those who have contributed to the production of this second edition as we remember that “we will always be students in the Program, we remain teachable and open to new opportunities, and we open our minds to accept and our hearts to understand.”

				Bill P.

				September 2004











		

			

				Introduction


				—


				Seems there was this group of Twelve Step members taking a boat ride to this island called Serenity, and it was truly a happy bunch of people. As the boat pulled away from the dock, a few on board noticed Mary running down the street trying to catch up with the boat. One member said, “Darn, she’s missed the boat.” Another said, “Maybe not. Come on, Mary! Jump in the water! Swim! Swim! You can make it! You can catch up with us!”


				So Mary jumped into the water and started to swim for all she was worth. She swam for quite a while and then started to sink. The members on board, now all aware that Mary was struggling, shouted, “Come on, Mary! Don’t give up! Drop the rock!” With that encouragement, Mary started swimming again, only to start sinking again shortly afterward. She was going under when she heard all those voices shouting to her, “Mary, drop the rock! Let go and drop the rock.”


				Mary was vaguely aware of something around her neck, but she couldn’t quite figure out what it was. Once more, she gathered her strength and started swimming. She was doing quite well, even gaining a little on the boat, but then she felt this heaviness pulling her under again. She saw all those people on the boat holding out their hands and hollering for her to keep swimming and shouting, “Don’t be an idiot, Mary! Drop the rock!”


				Then she understood when she was going down for the third time: This thing around her neck, this was why she kept sinking when she really wanted to catch the boat. This thing was the “rock” they were all shouting about: resentments, fear, dishonesty, self-pity, intolerance, and anger were just some of the things her “rock” was made of. “God help me get rid of the rock,” she prayed. “Now! Get rid of it!”


				Mary managed to stay afloat long enough to untangle a few of the strings holding that rock around her neck, realizing as she did that her load was easing up. Then, with another burst of energy, she let go. She tore the other strings off and dropped the rock.


				Once free of the rock, she was amazed how easy it was to swim, and she soon caught up with the boat. Those on board were cheering for her and applauding and telling her how great she was, and how it was so good having her with them again, and how now they could get on with the boat ride and have a nice time.


				Mary felt great and was just about to indulge in a little rest and relaxation when she glanced back to shore. There, a ways back, she thought she saw something bobbing in the water so she pointed it out to some others. Sure enough, someone was trying to catch the boat, swimming for dear life but not making much headway. In fact, it looked like the person was going under.


				Mary looked around and saw the concern on the faces of the other members. She was the first to lean over the rail and shout, “Hey, friend! Drop the Rock!”


				—


				Mike shares his experience with dropping the rock:


				Before its discussion of Step Four, the Big Book says, “Our liquor was but a symptom. So we had to get down to causes and conditions.” A thorough inventory reveals those causes and conditions; the Fifth Step allows us to share them with God and another human being, and so remove the inner pain they have caused in our past lives.


				After finishing my Fifth Step, I discarded the inventory but kept a single page that listed my major character defects. That list would come in handy later.


				The first time I read Step Six, I thought it meant I had to arrive at some angelic state of mind in which I would become—and forever remain—“entirely ready” to have God remove all my defects. (I had forgotten that AA promises “spiritual progress rather than spiritual perfection.”)


				Twelve and Twelve set me right. It calls Step Six “AA’s way of stating the best possible attitude one can take in order to make a beginning on this lifetime job.” To me, that means Step Six is not a onetime matter; it stretches over a lifetime of recovery. Even that “best possible attitude” is always just a beginning.


				One morning, while I was at Hazelden’s Fellowship Club in St. Paul, Minnesota, I awoke very early and knew it was time to make that beginning. I took out the list of defects, read it over, and asked myself two questions: Why are you holding on to these things? and What did these things ever do for you? (I may choose to hold on to them for fear of letting go, but holding on to them for years and years led me into alcoholism.) So I got on my knees and recited the Big Book’s Step Seven prayer, which asks God’s help in replacing our willfulness with His will for us. The Twelve and Twelve calls that replacement a “basic ingredient of all humility.”


				I went to Hazelden for treatment because I was sick and tired of being sick and tired. I believe we get active with Step Six when we get sick and tired of being sick—sick and tired of the character defects of which alcoholism is a symptom, sick and tired of their effect, not on our past, but on our present lives.


				In this ongoing process, the Program is asking us to go where none of us has ever been before—into lives of lessened fear, diminished anger, fewer resentments, and genuine self-esteem instead of self-pity. There is a price, however: the willingness to challenge and change patterns of thought, speech, and behavior that may have gone unchallenged for ten, twenty, thirty years or more.


				—


				These stories from Mary and Mike are good illustrations for a better understanding of working the Sixth and Seventh Steps. The first five Steps have supplied the foundation for recovery. The next two Steps begin the active, day-to-day solution, removing what blocks us from our usefulness to other people and to our Higher Power, and especially (and ultimately) what blocks us from ourselves.


				There are four basic reasons we won’t be “entirely ready” to work the Sixth and Seventh Steps. The first is a conscious decision that we will never give up a specific character defect. Next, we blame our defects on others: people, situations, or institutions. Third, we rationalize. Our capacity to rationalize is unlimited. Before recovery we spent years on this one—throwing up barriers against unpleasant realities. Finally, it’s denial: we are totally unaware of our own contribution to our problems.


				The order of the Twelve Steps occurs for a reason. There’s not much use in doing our amends in Steps Eight and Nine if there is no sign of our willingness to change by doing Steps Six and Seven. How many times in active addiction did we say we were sorry without the slightest intent of changing our behavior so we wouldn’t have to say we were sorry again? Working Steps Eight and Nine is hollow unless we’ve begun working the Sixth Step with humility as our guide. “The Promises” in the Big Book (pages 83 and 84) come after the discussion of Steps Eight and Nine.


				Let’s look at the words of Sam Shoemaker2 to gain some clarity on what the Sixth and Seventh Steps are asking of us. Sam was the Episcopal clergyman who ran Calvary Church and Mission where first Ebby T.3 and then Bill W. (AA’s cofounder and primary author of the Big Book) began their recovery. Bill W. credited Shoemaker with passing on to him and the early AAs the “spiritual keys” that make up the Program and the Twelve Steps.


				Shoemaker wrote about the necessity of making daily surrenders. Yes, the Sixth Step is also about surrendering, just like the Third. But Shoemaker made one point very clear: We surrender as much of ourselves to as much of God as we understand. In other words, our spiritual progress is based in direct proportion to our dropping the rock. We are very fortunate that all of our defects aren’t revealed to us all at once. Recovery works by giving us daily insight into what we can do to remove what blocks us. We need a daily awareness that our character defects are the opposite of the principles of our Program.


				Shoemaker also passed on to the early AAs the idea that God reveals as much truth as you can live up to. That statement puts us directly on page 164 of the Big Book where it says, “The answers will come, if your own house is in order.” The Sixth Step helps us do that. Some have called the Sixth and Seventh Steps the “forgotten Steps” because they aren’t talked about that much. Others have called these Steps the most important. Perhaps the whole program is about Six and Seven.


				By working the Sixth and Seventh Steps, we are less likely in recovery to stay stuck in old, unproductive, negative behavior patterns. We gain more understanding on how all the Steps, although ordered for a reason, need to be worked together. This prevents us from falling into the trap of understanding only just enough of the Program to make us miserable and not enough to make us happy. For example, some of us might fall into the trap of thinking the support system of the fellowship (meetings) is the entire Program of action.


				The action of the Sixth and Seventh Steps culminates in dropping the rock—all the stubborn, grasping, stupid holding on to old patterns of behavior, thinking, and feeling that are harmful to our progress in recovery.


				For another insight, let’s return to Shoemaker, who believed progress in the spiritual life is based on our looking inward and upward, not outward and downward.


				Reading Drop the Rock is a way of getting into the principles behind the Sixth and Seventh Steps, not only for understanding, but for action. We’ll be looking at a number of ideas and examples of how men and women have made positive changes in their lives by working these Steps and by showing up at meetings to tell others of their experiences.


				After doing our Fifth Step, many of us were directed to go home and to read the two paragraphs in the Big Book on the Sixth and Seventh Steps and then to do the Steps. Who wouldn’t want to be rid of those defects of character, especially after talking about them in the inventory process? We uncovered a list of pain and agony and then shared it with another person and God. Of course we wanted to be rid of those character flaws and habits. So we prayed to let our defects go and humbly asked God for help. We thought we had done the Sixth and Seventh Steps, and that was that.


				Then, down the road, we started having the same difficulties and issues arising from the same defects that had plagued us before. We may not have practiced them or noticed them quite so much after doing a Fifth Step, but they returned with a force that scared and surprised us. We went back to our sponsor and said that perhaps we needed to do another Fourth and Fifth Step. We were feeling and acting very similar to ways we used to feel and act. What should we do? Or, perhaps after years in the Program, things seemed to just have gone flat. There doesn’t seem to be the same old spark, and the meetings just aren’t as interesting as they once were. We’ve drifted into a numb place where there seems to be little growth and little reason to change.


				Can we explain why we aren’t entirely ready? Why can’t we humbly ask? What’s in our way?


				If our sponsor is a good one, perhaps he or she responds that maybe it isn’t the Fourth or Fifth Step that needs repeating, but that it is time to take a real look at the Sixth and Seventh. Rather than blaming the Program and the people in it for the flatness in our life, maybe it’s time to rejuvenate the growth process through a jump start of the Sixth and Seventh Steps, remembering that the Program helps those who help themselves. The Program works for those who understand it.


				—


				Bill’s thoughts on principles versus character defects:


				I once spoke at an AA group’s anniversary meeting in St. Paul, Minnesota, 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 about a year later to present a sponsee with a sobriety medallion and a few people approached me with the following comment: “I’ve been looking all year, since your talk, in the literature for the principles and can’t find them!” My answer to these group members was the same one I give 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 and 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, fantasy 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 recovery know that our true goal is “progress not perfection.” As the Big Book 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.” Also, the Twelve and Twelve states: “AA’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.”


				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 AA newsletters and on pocket cards. The origin of this list is unknown, although it is used by many Twelve Step members:
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				—


				In this book, we and all those who have assisted us will attempt to take a real look at the Sixth and Seventh Steps. We must learn to take the intellectual knowledge and turn it into emotional and spiritual reality—into living—so we can continue to change and grow and be useful. To become the person we can become, we must drop the rock—all the grasping and holding on to old patterns of behaving, thinking, and feeling that are harmful to ourselves and to others. The focus must become “moving toward completion” rather than “away from unpleasant and uncomfortable habits and actions.”


				Please join in this adventure of learning to put the Sixth and Seventh Steps into action. Through these actions, we will be able to transform our life and relationships.














		

			

				Step Six


				—


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


				At the beginning of the discussion of the Sixth Step in the Twelve and Twelve, it says, in a rather sexist way, that this is the Step that separates the men from the boys. Becoming entirely ready—moving into total willingness—is hard. It requires a great effort and awareness.


				Step Six requires us to stop struggling. It is time to acknowledge that we need help. Not only help to stop our addiction but help in living better lives. Having gone through Steps Four and Five, we become aware of our defects of character. Perhaps pride and thoughts of superiority are blocking the way to serenity. Or it may be the habit of judging others. Perhaps it is a deep resentment, envy, or self-pity that keeps us in turmoil.


				It is good to read Step Six over and over. It is brief and to the point. All it requires is becoming ready to become willing. We don’t have to achieve change immediately. We can work on our attitude of mind and pray about it. We can think it over and see that our lives can become more trouble-free when we rid ourselves of destructive habits.


				Step Six tells us to relax. We don’t do it all alone. Reflect. We turn to our Higher Power with confidence. Think of the relief that is waiting once we become entirely ready. It’s like heading into a hot shower after working at a grubby chore. Feeling the dirt wash away is great. We emerge refreshed and shining and ready to deal with whatever comes our way.


				We affirm to our Higher Power that we are ready to have God remove our defects. We continue in close and loving contact with God while we do our part in working on our shortcomings. Once we allow room for God to work in our lives, we are making it possible for wonderful changes to take place. We become more in balance with right-living principles. We all know individuals in recovery who have given up the booze or another addiction, yet they are staying dry or abstinent only by redirecting their intense inner misery into the lives of others. They won’t work the Sixth and Seventh Steps.


				We’ll be discussing the Sixth Step in terms of surrender. Surrender is mentioned many times in the Program, in many different contexts, yet it can be confusing and possibly misunderstood. For the Sixth Step, a spiritual surrender is necessary. Not a passive, waiting surrender, but an active use of the will; a total surrender of mind (thinking) and body (doing).


				Surrender is usually brought up in the context of pain. When our life is unmanageable (and causing pain), we must “turn it over.” When we decide to turn our life and our will over to the care of God, as we understand Him, we’ve opened the door to surrender. In the Third Step, it is the decision that is the key point—an active use of the will to turn it over, to align our will with God’s. In the Sixth Step, an even more active use of the will is required. We must act “as if” it has already taken place. We must have faith. Too many who take the Fifth Step make their confession and look around wondering where the solution lies.


				—


				Let’s hear from Deb:


				The Sixth Step is the perfectly logical place to be after having completed a thorough Fifth Step. Asking ourselves, “Do I want to give this (defect) up?” is different than asking, “Do I want to be different?”


				Regardless of what little I know about “being different,” I must first ask, “Am I willing to believe that I can be different?” It is important to remember that Step Six doesn’t say, “Became entirely ready to make myself different.” It says, “Were entirely ready to have God remove all these defects of character.” God, not me, makes me different by giving me what it takes to change. It is my job to act and behave like the change has occurred. In doing this, the process of change happens. Frequently this involves emotional pain; the pain of living the way I have been becomes greater than the fear of change. It also involves the pain of attracting seemingly obnoxious people. These folks are mirrors of my defects. I get to experience how it feels to have the shoe on the other foot.


				This is a Step of surrender and trust, not self-will or self-determination. We surrender our ideas of which defects stand in the way of our usefulness to God, ourselves, and others.


				Billy O. once gave me this example: “At a recovery convention, someone I sponsor approached me to talk about a problem he was having. His mom was at the same convention, and he was unable to ‘deal’ with it. He needed to talk to me about talking to her. I was practicing my defect of lust and enjoying being distracted by looking for available women. I blew him off. He ended up talking to his mom. I believe that God used my defect of lust to keep me unavailable to eliminate the middleman. The kid went straight to the source and used the tools he had to talk to his mom. This reminds me, how do I know when I’m being defective?”


				God uses our defects and our assets in many ways to accomplish His will.


				Is there a “fast track” to spiritual perfection or progress? It is important to get over and beyond the false pride of making “getting rid of character defects” a central focus of our lives. This approach is just one more way of not living life on life’s terms. We get into life and do the best we can with what we know. When we truly know better, we are willing to change. In the meantime, we live life.


				The hardest aspect of Step Six is controlling nature. I need to accept being human and fallible. Self-acceptance is more important than self-abuse. I cannot abuse myself into spirituality by shaming and ridiculing myself. I cannot open a flower with a sledgehammer—only God opens flowers. In Step Six, I must trust that Step Seven follows.


				In the past, many of us have approached Step Six with outrageous self-will to change, or to the other extreme, with no will at all. I’ve found that there is no standard of reference for the amount of emotional pain that an individual needs or can endure before being motivated to change.


				If I’m not changing my behavior because of pain, whom am I trying to impress? Could it be that I’m trying to live up to an ideal in order to make an impression? To take control by redefining my self-image? Is this not still self-centeredness and self-will? Spiritual pride?


				Yes, God uses defects to change me. But these questions are well worth asking ourselves as we consider our motives for change. In Step Six, our readiness to change comes from the awareness of how we are harming ourselves and therefore God.


				In order to remind myself that change is God’s job, not mine, I use this prayer:


				God, I don’t care what I sound like, or look like, who my partners are, or where I live. I just don’t want to be like this anymore. On Your terms, in Your time, please remake me as You will. Thank You.


				I don’t get to choose which defects God will remove. I find that living with my defects continues to teach me humility. I find that the defects that made me an active threat to society were pretty much removed at once when I stopped my addictive chemical use.


				The defects that remove me from service are removed on and for the day that I ask. God lets me keep the rest of the defects to remind me of my need for daily spiritual contact. They remind me that there is a God, and it isn’t me.


				In order to have God remove our character defects, we must realize that we can’t change ourselves completely by ourselves or have any lasting good purpose without spiritual intervention. “Lack of power” is our dilemma. We find a Power by which we can live.


				How do we know when we are entirely ready? How do we know when we’re hungry? Some have experienced an entire readiness as a feeling of being completely burned out or being at the end of their rope. Others have received a sponsor’s validation of readiness. Most of us experience this readiness after we have become very familiar with the feeling or experience of not being ready or not being willing to be changed. We make friends with our defects and know how they have served us. This results in knowing how they no longer serve us.


				Defects of character are our best attempts to get our needs met. They have saved our lives. My problem was one of ignorance; I didn’t know what my basic human needs were and therefore didn’t know how to meet them. I didn’t know about the basic instincts of life, sociality, security, and sexuality until I listened and studied a Joe and Charlie tape set. This is where the “as you learn better, you do better” applies. The hole in me, the neediness, the hunger, the ache in my life that I tried to fill or stay distracted from by using addictive behavior is actually the perfectly logical result of not knowing and therefore not accepting myself as I am.


				I was wrong, not bad. I did “look bad.” And I didn’t get my needs met, so I ignorantly, apparently insanely, and desperately repeated what I knew. More, more, and more. Or less, less, and less. Deprivation and overconsumption are flip sides of the same coin. The point of recovery is finding the balance.


				—


				Finding balance incorporates the awareness gained in Steps Four and Five with the action (the behavior changes and prayer) gained in Steps Six and Seven. Like the pendulum, we swing from one extreme of behavior to another, yet those points of extreme slowly become closer together. We change.


				As in the First Step, finding balance involves admitting (accepting as true and valid to ourselves) that past attempts to meet our needs have failed. It is recognizing that we are truly bodily and mentally different than our fellows. We are real alcoholics and addicts. We must stay abstinent. “If you’re a real alcoholic or addict, you will stop using some day; it’s better to be alive when it happens.” Finding balance also includes recognizing that a predictable aspect of our disease is extreme action: consumption, deprivation, or repetition. This is how we become ready for finding the balance. We get to experience it. Yes, we do supply the willingness, but it is God who supplies the changes and the reasons for our willingness.


				Wanting to become willing to feel different is not foreign to us. It was this willingness that we used to feed our addictive behaviors. We wanted to feel different. Now, though, we ask God, and we become ready to have character defects removed by using our awareness of ourselves and our will to be different.


				In surrendering, we are saying our way hasn’t worked (what a surprise!) We are willing to try it another way. We desire to be at peace with our beliefs. We are fortunate people. We have the opportunity to face the battle of understanding our lives. We have another go-round at a life once abandoned. We want to be winners, securely and absolutely. The willingness can be a sane and healthy choice or a reactive choice because of pain. We all get to choose—sooner or later, we get to choose. When considering the Sixth Step, we find that this approach separates the winners from the losers. The winners actively seek and practice a new way of living. A new way of being. A new way of thinking. A new way of behaving. A new way of relating. The losers wait until they are in so much pain that the choice becomes obvious, and then they choose to participate only enough to get the pain to stop.


				—


				Karen shares a realization she has had:


				Recently, I was perusing ahead in my daily meditation book when I came upon a quote by Martha Roth that piqued my curiosity. “Insight is cheap,” she said. My first reaction was, “Gee, I don’t agree with her.” We in recovery place high value on insight. After all, it’s our insight regarding the problem of addiction that makes us particularly helpful to “the person who still suffers.” But, as I read the short essay following the quote, I began to see Ms. Roth’s point.


				The essay talked about people who analyze themselves to death. They know exactly what makes them do the things they do: the tyrannical mothers, the abusive husbands, the poverty they were raised in, or the childhood of extreme indulgence and privilege.


				They have great insight, but instead of using that insight as a means to develop new and hopefully better behavior, they use it as a reason to continue with old, destructive behavior. They are not willing to go through the pain it takes to change, even though the pain of staying the same is killing them.


				They are victims. The list of people who’ve done them wrong is long, and the list of those people whose expectations they cannot live up to is even longer. They cling to their character defects with alarming tenacity, all the while blaming everything and everyone for their problems and never looking for solutions.


				In fact, they don’t see their poor behavior as character defects at all but more like genetic anomalies, such as bowlegs or thin hair, or the permanent result of improper socialization by parents (who in most cases probably did the best job they could).


				Admitting that they might be somewhat at fault, they are sure others are more to blame. Therefore, instead of asking God to remove any defects of character, they secretly curse God for dealing them such a lousy hand.


				They are good at working with newcomers, especially if they find the newcomer attractive. The problem here is that all they want to do is talk about themselves and all the newcomers want to do is talk about themselves, so these liaisons rarely last more than a few days or weeks before they bore each other to the brink of suicide.


				While they rarely balk at Steps Four and Five because those Steps give them the opportunity once again to dwell on their most beloved topic, themselves, they seem to get stuck at this point and gloss over or ignore completely those Steps in the Program that are vital to emotional and spiritual recovery: Steps Six and Seven.


				Without emotional and spiritual recovery, you don’t have much. You have abstinence, and you may not even have that for very long. If you don’t follow the “clear-cut” directions of our Program, you can’t move into receiving God’s directions.


				—


				Before we move ahead with our discussion of Step Six, here’s a story about attitude.


				—


				Fred relates the “Outlook of Two AA Members”:


				Don D. went to an AA meeting one evening. He frowned when a member mispronounced a few words while reading “How It Works.” He felt appalled when another member stood up and said he was an alcoholic and an addict. Another person talked too long. As he slipped out the door immediately after the meeting, Don D. muttered, “That was terrible. I should have stayed home.”


				Bob M. went to a meeting one evening. His head was bowed as he listened to the “Preamble” and “How It Works.” His eyes moistened as he listened intently to a member tell his story. He was grateful for being able to attend this meeting. After cleanup and a little socializing, he paused, and as he locked the meeting room door, his thoughts were, “Thank God for such a beautiful fellowship.”


				Both AA members were at the same meeting. Each found what he was looking for.


				—


				Choosing to move into willingness and being willing to choose (in other words, being willing to take responsibility) is a positive way of living. It is saying, “Hey, I’m worth moving toward being different without pain and resentments. I value myself and others enough to choose to make changes now rather than wait until I can’t stand not making a choice.” It is a completely different perspective than waiting until it hurts to make choices. The majority of us are very aware of our defects of character, but often it isn’t until we are “sick and tired of being sick and tired” that we become willing to change.


				Acting “as if” the choice is already made and the changes in our lives are already in place puts the power of our will in line with the power of the universe so that we can move forward more gracefully into living without defects unchecked.


				Will it work? About as well as we surrender. Will it change our lives? Yes, without question.


				It is a matter of practice and willingness, of using the Steps we’ve already taken to maintain our commitment. The more willing we become and the more we practice acting “as if,” the more active our surrender becomes and the more we are able to live “as if.” It is a fulfilling and rewarding process. Acting “as if” can raise questions of genuineness and authenticity. Is there a conflict with the person I am choosing to become and the person I currently am?


				Authenticity is being true to a vision and purpose. We are authentic when we choose to act and feel and choose to behave in balance with the higher values and principles we’ve chosen for our lives. If those principles and values are not fully in place and manifested, it doesn’t make us phony. It makes us human. If we feel the conflict between who we are and who we would become, it is good. It signals that we understand the difference between reality and fantasy and are moving toward reality.


				There are many stages in surrendering and practicing. It’s called progress. We will be discussing many of the stages in connection with the Sixth Step and again in working with the Seventh. We will be discussing many of the things that hinder our ability to surrender and many of the defects of character that we may wish to remove. There is no magic in recovery. We get what we work for.


				—


				Let’s take a look at Charlie’s story:


				When I first came in, I wanted all the good things people had, but I didn’t want to work for them. Oh, I worked the Steps—at least the ones I thought I needed. And when it came to Steps Six and Seven, I was ready and willing to have my Higher Power remove my shortcomings—should I have any, of course. I had no idea what they were because I didn’t think I needed Step Four and thought I could skip the vital Step Five. But I prayed, vaguely, that should He see any shortcomings, I was ready for Him to remove them. The principle of Step Seven is humility. I had none.


				As I made progress in recovery, I became aware of many character defects and just how blind I had been to them. Mercifully, my Higher Power showed me only what I was ready to see.


				I became depressed and thought I could never be forgiven for or relieved from these shortcomings. This depression, I discovered, was not humility but another form of “playing God,” believing my character defects were more powerful than my Higher Power’s forgiveness.


				Then, when I recognized Who had the power and who was powerless, I had to decide if I was “entirely ready” to ask Him to remove my shortcomings. I had to quit playing God. After all, my character defects were what I thought made up my personality, and I was pretty much in love with whom I thought I was. Self-will had been my Higher Power for a lifetime. I was afraid, not knowing that something better would take the place of my character defects.


				With all the honesty I was capable of at the time, I worked the Steps in order, One through Six, then Seven, asking as humbly as I could that my Higher Power remove my shortcomings. They did not disappear. I was not struck pure.


				Then I was made aware that character defects are like active addiction. I couldn’t keep using and expect God to relieve my disease. Neither could I keep practicing my character defects and expect God to remove them.


				I was going to have to develop a new set of habits—to work against who I thought I’d always been—and as I practiced these new habits, the old habits/character defects would begin to be replaced. This creates a period of grieving, which doesn’t make sense at first. Why should I hurt over the leaving (letting go, removal) of behaviors that only harmed me?


				So I began really living the principles of the Program, using the support of the fellowship, the daily striving to change, to let go, and receive more. It didn’t happen overnight. It takes years of practice, a lifetime. I am not a saint. But I claim, accept, and am grateful for my spiritual and healthy emotional progress.


				—


				Charlie made some very important discoveries in his journey. In the context of surrender, which we are discussing here, the first thing he discovered was that he needed to be willing to make a choice. It was up to Charlie to put his will into action and to choose to work the Steps and to practice being willing until he was entirely willing. The next thing he discovered was that his own resistance to surrendering was because his self-concept was that his personality was his character defects. If he gave up his shortcomings, he’d become the “hole in the donut.” Believing there’s something more and better is the essence of faith; it is trusting that God will reshape me into what I was meant to be in the first place—a decent human being.


				How many times have we heard that at meetings? Probably many, many times. We fear becoming invisible if we stop practicing our faults. Moreover, we fear becoming average, normal, or boring. In contemplating surrender, many of us come face to face with our self-image in an honest fashion for the first time. We may have glimpsed it in Step Five, which can be a very difficult realization. We’ve spent a lifetime building an image of who we are and how we operate, a fantasy story, then we are asked to put it aside when it is in conflict with the new principles we’ve decided to follow in the Program. No wonder we have fear and misgivings.


				Here is where we must rethink the nature of our true, authentic selves and whom we would become, our willingness to go to any length for recovery. It is an act of will—a choice—and we must be willing to assume accountability for that choice. Steps Six and Seven do not say whom we would become, but who we don’t want to be. It is very threatening to the ideas we’ve held about ourselves when we must choose whom we would become. Our defects, many times, are our best friends. If I become (choose to be) “entirely ready” and my character defects lessen or disappear, whom will I be?


				As it says in the Twelve and Twelve, it is not the blatantly obvious character defects that we have problems giving up, it is the ones we practice “in moderation” or only on occasion that are the most difficult. What appear to be natural instinctual drives seem to become our enemies when we start to contemplate and prepare to work Step Six. In becoming entirely ready—in deciding to be willing to surrender—we must examine our hearts and work with prayer and meditation to set aside self-image and move into self-awareness.


				—


				Let’s take a look at Pat’s story:


				When I was about three years into recovery, I had a real crisis of faith. I didn’t feel I was moving and changing enough in the Program, and I wasn’t confident that the people who were saying not to worry about becoming the “hole in the donut” had enough of what I wanted to be trustworthy. I went outside the Program for help through therapy and came face to face with a counselor who told me I needed to rework my Third Step. That was the last thing I wanted to hear.


				He also got me thinking about Steps Six and Seven. I was afraid of losing those things that made me me. Would I give up my intensity and aggressiveness? Would I lose my edge? Would I become “spiritual” and monklike? How would I handle life without some of my more important pieces? It caused me a great deal of discomfort and, occasionally, some outright fear.


				In working through some of these issues with my sponsor and talking about them in meetings, I began to realize that the things that make me who I am are not defined by my actions. I wasn’t just attending meetings anymore to avoid doing what I needed doing outside of meetings. All my defects become glaringly obvious through my actions . . . but that does not define me as a person. I may act badly on occasion. That doesn’t make me a bad person.


				I started looking at giving up and releasing those parts of me—those habits of action—that were defective and self-defeating. Finally I was working on the Steps outside of meetings instead of just talking about them at meetings. I saw my character defects as glitches to be corrected rather than major portions of my framework. Sometimes it felt pretty major. But, as I learned to surrender and release, how I defined myself began to change, too. Now, I seek the opportunity to look at defects and let them go. Something new and better always seems available to take their place. Over the years in recovery, I have slowly developed a deep belief that I can solve the problem and find the willingness to do so.


				—


				It becomes apparent in Pat’s story, and many like it, that the “hole in the donut” fear is a shadow boxer. It can cause us alarm, but if we do the work and move forward, it gradually disappears in the light. It disappears in proportion to our understanding of who our Higher Power is and how the God of our understanding works in our lives. Pat also brought up a point about trust. We will look very closely at trust when we get into the Seventh Step. For now it is enough to say that trust is an ongoing issue with almost everyone in recovery.


				We’ll take a look now at ways of taking action and those things that cause us to resist taking action to become entirely ready.


				Action


				For many of us, working the Steps has meant going to meetings and talking about the Steps and what they’ve meant in our lives, or working the Steps so we can talk about them in meetings. Occasionally, we’ve been forced into taking action, like doing a Fourth Step inventory or talking out a Fifth Step. Making amends calls for action. Usually, however, after taking those specific actions, we’re done. Steps Six and Seven, in particular, become “nodders.” We go to meetings where Six and Seven are discussed and nod wisely and serenely with almost every comment that is made. When it is our turn to talk, we explain about getting into the Sixth and Seventh after doing our inventory and taking a Fifth Step. We all feel like we’re working the Steps.


				It is a challenge to take another look at that process. Talking about the Steps at meetings is much different than working them. Remember that chapter 6 in the Big Book, where these Steps are outlined, is called “Into Action.” Having done a little work or action on a Step in the past is a far cry from continuing to work it now. Nodding at meetings in agreement with a particularly profound comment is not the same as doing what the speaker may have done to reach that awareness.


				We must become willing to take action—continuous action—to become who we can become. It takes awareness to become entirely ready. Slow down, stop doing, and be. Feel it.


				—


				Here’s Richard’s perspective on Step Six:


				I had enjoyed many rewards from the Program, experienced many of the feelings of liberation my sponsor had promised, and after two years of working the Steps, something was still missing. There remained lingering feelings of discontent. The personality flaws I had uncovered in doing the Fourth and Fifth had diminished but were still there. They produced thoughts and feelings I had while using—impatience, intolerance, quick temper, arrogance, and especially an unforgiving attitude toward others and myself.


				So I had lunch with my sponsor and discussed my situation with him. After talking a while and asking many questions, he asked, “You really think you’ve done all the Steps, don’t you?” I assured him, somewhat indignantly, that I had. Hadn’t I done the Fourth and Fifth with him? Had not he seen my Twelfth Step actively with his own eyes? Wasn’t he aware of how faithfully—in my mind—I was doing the Tenth and Eleventh Steps?


				“All very true,” he said, “but what about the Sixth Step?” He went on by telling me a story. One night there was a man down on his hands and knees looking frantically for something on the sidewalk under a street lamp. A police officer stopped by and asked him what he was doing. “I’ve lost my keys,” answered the man. “Will you help me look for them?” The police officer joined in and after a while asked, “Are you sure you dropped them here?” The man looked up and said, “No. I dropped them back there—but there it is much too dark.” The police officer asked, “Why are we looking here then?” With all sincerity, the man answered, “Because here is where the light is, and I’m afraid of the dark.” Finished with the story, my sponsor again asked, “What about the Sixth Step?”


				I was shocked he could ask me such a question. Of course, I was willing to change and have my Higher Power remove my defects of character, wasn’t I—was I?


				If I was sincerely willing to change, why did I remain so much the same? I realized that perhaps I had been paying lip service to the Sixth Step. Compared to most of the other Steps, the Sixth appeared simple. I believed this, because no overt action seemed required. There is none of the dramatic confrontation that exists when we do the Ninth Step, nor is there the feeling of accomplishment that comes with helping others in the Twelfth. The Sixth is not dramatic. There are no enthusiastic witnesses to rush up and shake one’s hand. It’s a rather solitary affair and hence seems simple. But had I taken any action?


				The Sixth Step means facing ourselves, and that is usually more difficult than being honest with another person. I have found it difficult to lie to others because of practicing the principles of the Program but still easy to lie to myself. When I say, all too swiftly, “Of course I’m willing to change,” I know I will ask myself, “Really? Who’s kidding whom?” The fact that I will daily question my willingness to change will increase my ability to be increasingly willing. I simply won’t take the process as lightly as I have before. I can’t learn anything unless I’m sincerely willing to learn. Nor will making myself promises to change have any significance until the willingness factor is developed.


				My sponsor intervened again with a few of his pointed questions. “You played football in school, didn’t you?” he asked—knowing full well I had. He reminded me that I told him I hated the practice, “getting those bumps and bruises for no good reason.” He also reminded me how I had said I loved the actual game, especially the cheers when I did something very well.


				“You know,” he said, “no one gets excited about practice. It has no flash to it. It’s the game that counts. But a good game performance requires hard practice, and the Sixth Step can be compared with football practice. If you’re going to make continuing progress in the Program, you really have to work the Sixth and Seventh Steps. You can’t stand around on one foot waiting for applause. There won’t be any if you don’t keep practicing.”


				What my sponsor told me that day still carries an important moral lesson. It’s one I’m continually diligently learning, because I now—finally—am seeing the true value in the Sixth Step. Like the man looking for his keys in the wrong place, I, too, was looking in the wrong place to become entirely ready in the Sixth Step. I’m making progress in facing my fears and venturing into the dark of my unwillingness to have my character defects removed.
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