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INTRODUCTION


Know how to keep a secret from an alcoholic? Put it in the Big Book.


We alcoholics and addicts are reluctant to read the Big Book, which is officially titled Alcoholics Anonymous. Maybe it’s because the book seems so big and was written long ago. For whatever reason, it’s too bad that the wisdom in the Big Book doesn’t reach more alcoholics.


This guide is intended to help you discover the Big Book’s hidden treasures. Think of it as a guidebook for a trip you’re about to take. This guide points out sights of interest and things not to miss. It’s not a substitute for the trip itself. Rather, it will help you make the most of your trip.


Along the way, you might realize the Big Book isn’t so big after all. It’s broken into two main parts. The first part, the text of chapters 1–11, is only 164 pages. The forty-two personal stories in the second part give the book its bulk. The first eleven chapters of this guide correspond with the first part of the Big Book. Each chapter in this book breaks down the main insights of the corresponding Big Book chapter. The remainder of this guide is devoted to understanding the personal stories better. I’ve picked eight stories that I thought might speak to you. These people started using when they were young, just like you and me.


I suggest you try this: First, read the chapter or personal story in the Big Book without worrying too much about what doesn’t make sense. Then, read the corresponding chapter in the guidebook. Finally, go back and read the Big Book chapter again. You’ll be amazed at how much more you discover upon this reading.


Soon you’ll be well traveled in the secrets of Alcoholics Anonymous and understand the solution it offers you. My wishes for a satisfying journey.
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BILL’S STORY


There’s no problem that can’t be 
made worse by picking up a drink.


The Big Book begins like an old movie. We meet Bill, a high-flying, gin-loving Wall Street guy making millions during the Roaring Twenties. But, you wonder, what does this have to do with me?


Bill is a promising guy with a bright future. He crashes and burns because of his insatiable appetite for alcohol. I was one of those guys, too, only many years later. I was a pot-smoking kid from the suburbs. I washed dishes for spending money.


I first got drunk at fourteen. In the kitchen of a friend’s house, I guzzled bourbon stolen from his parents’ liquor cabinet.


Like Bill, I’d heard strong warnings about alcohol, especially from my parents. They’d told me about my grandfather, a promising salesman who ended up a skid-row drunk. That first night I drank, giddy with the alcohol in me, I walked a straight line along the pattern in the kitchen carpet. “See—alcohol won’t affect me the way it does others.” So began an early delusion about being invincible.


Bill defended alcohol. When his wife voiced her concerns, he rationalized that men of genius had come up with their best stuff when drunk; that the philosophers thought their deepest thoughts under the influence. I remember saying the same sort of thing while smoking pot in another friend’s basement.


Any of this sounding familiar?


Find the Common Ground


Here’s the first secret to making some sense of the Big Book: Look for what you have in common. Then you’ll be able to hear what it has to say.


When Bill’s friends confronted his drinking, he argued with them. When my parents confronted me with bottles or bags they found, I lied and denied. We got the same result—we hurt those who cared about us. We put our drugs before our loved ones.


Bill’s consequences mounted. He could no longer choose when he wanted to drink; he needed alcohol to function.


I felt the same way. I couldn’t go to a party without using. I could barely walk down the school hallway without being high. I needed to drink or smoke dope to calm my emotional shakes.


Yet, and here’s the crazy part, Bill and I both believed we could still control our use. That, my friend, is called denial.


Suddenly, Bill woke up. He knew he had to quit, so he did. Then, someone offered him a drink. He took it but couldn’t stop. He came home drunk. He proved he didn’t have control—once he started drinking, he couldn’t stop himself.


That was me. Light a joint, I had to finish it. A toke or two wouldn’t do. What was the point of that? I wanted to get high.


Bill repeated a cycle of resolve, drink, remorse, drink. Me too. I remember puking my guts out the morning after a night of drinking, hugging the toilet and swearing I’d never drink like that again. Then I’d wind up drunk that night! Of course, the next day I’d feel shitty about myself. Then I’d have to get high or drunk. My life cycled down the toilet.


Nowhere to Run


Bill tried geographics, moving from the city to the country and from the country to the city. He brought his problem with him wherever he went. I switched from school to school. But, what do you know? I kept partying. My problem dogged me.


Bill details financial disasters, something I didn’t experience as a teenager living with my parents. But Bill had moral, mental, and physical consequences I could relate to.


He stole from his wife’s purse. I stole dope from my friend. I knew it was wrong to steal, but I sacrificed my values to get a fix. Whenever I violated my moral code, I felt like scum. That’s how alcohol and drug abuse quietly corrodes your self-esteem.


All I wanted to do was get wasted, blasted, loaded, stoned, bombed, shit-faced. Ever think about those terms and what they’re saying? When I got wasted, I ended up wasting my life.


Bill believed self-knowledge would allow him to drink without the consequences. Ha! That’s like saying, “Knowing I’ve got diarrhea is enough for me to make it stop.” Good luck.


Bill became a slave to his drug of choice. He couldn’t control alcohol; it controlled him. And it wasn’t a kind master. Nor was my drug of choice—marijuana. It doled out some nasty punishments.


Camp Detox


My last night using, I went to a party in the woods. I was seventeen with a bottle of whiskey tucked in my jacket. I’d quit smoking dope—had been high only three times in the past two weeks—but got stoned that night after a few whiskey sours.


The cops busted our party. I refused to leave. We were there first, I argued. “Uh-oh,” my friends said. “Come on, John, let’s get out of here.”


Nope. In my drunken and stoned stupor, I felt justified. All of my pent-up anger at authority spewed out. The cops hauled me downtown.


I blacked out, then passed out. Came to in detox.


But here’s how screwed up my thinking really was: I figured if I didn’t tell them my name, I couldn’t get into trouble. I’d break out of the locked unit, hitchhike home even though I didn’t know where I was, and sneak back into my bed before my parents realized I hadn’t come home.


My plan didn’t work. At 5:45 a.m. I finally told the captors my name. They called my parents, who had been up all night worrying. I stayed four days at Camp Detox. And my recovery began.


    The God Stuff


For Bill, an old drinking buddy showed up sober. He asked Bill if he could share with him how he had done it. The guy had gotten religion and followed some basic steps.


    Before you freak out about the God stuff, listen to what happened to him. (We’ll talk about God hang-ups in chapter 4.) Bill had some reservations and suspicions himself. But his friend suggested, “Why don’t you choose your own conception of God?” He wasn’t trying to cram a belief down Bill’s throat. Instead, he suggested that Bill try to find God in his own experience and out of his own understanding.


That idea helped me when I met the Twelve Steps in treatment, which followed detox. I was angry at a God who had not delivered on my prayers. I had rejected the God my parents had raised me with. But when I found out I could choose my own belief, it put the responsibility back on me and took away the need to rebel. I started my spiritual exploration.


Bill’s friend told him that “God had done for him what he could not do for himself.” Like Bill, he had tried to quit on his own and failed. But with God’s grace he had gotten sober, cleaned up his life, and found peace. Whoa! Bill saw a miracle sitting before him. He wanted what this guy had.


All he had to do was be willing to believe in a power greater than himself. He became willing to have God with him, and God showed up. He humbly offered himself to God. In other words, he turned himself over to the care and direction of a loving God.


I, too, realized that I had placed my faith in alcohol and drugs. That had not led to my salvation. Detox was no paradise. I was ready to try something else. In treatment, I met people who had been addicted to drugs and alcohol but had broken free. They had a peace and ease that I wanted. I was willing to do what these people—we called them counselors—suggested.


They pointed out where my way had gotten me. “If that’s where you want to be,” they said, “don’t change a thing. But if you want what we’ve got, try trusting God, however you conceive of him.”


Bill’s friend promised him that he’d enter into a new relationship with his Creator. My counselors basically promised the same thing. Not only would this plan of action work to keep us clean and sober, it would be rewarding.


There was, of course, a hitch. Here’s what we had to do:




	give up being self-centered


	care about others


	respect their wants and feelings


	think beyond ourselves


	reach out to help other alcoholics and addicts still struggling


	remain humble and willing


	stay honest in everything





Our reward for these efforts? A second chance to a happy life.


It wasn’t, however, happily ever after. Bill felt plagued by self-pity and resentment. I felt haunted by fears and resentment. But there was a way out. Bill struck upon it in the fellowship of Alcoholics Anonymous, which he founded without knowing what he was doing. He merely reached out to other alcoholics. He eventually wrote the Twelve Steps, which can serve as our blueprint for living. The Twelve Steps also help us deal with fear, self-pity, and resentment. (More on that in the chapters ahead.)


Bill also tells us that getting clean and sober can be fun. Life on this side of the drugs doesn’t have to be dull. That was good news to me. Years later, I can say, it’s true. What will you have to say about it years from now?
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THERE IS A SOLUTION


Alcoholism is the only disease that tries to 
convince you that you don’t have it.


So what’s the purpose of the Big Book? It’s simple: The Big Book provides solutions to what we couldn’t fix. It tells us how to recover from the seemingly hopeless condition of addiction. Our own efforts at fixing things didn’t work. Yet, this chapter promises that we’re capable of taking steps that will work.


Even though the Big Book was written decades ago, its advice still holds true today. It has stood the test of time. The solutions offered in the Big Book work for people of all ages and all walks of life. They formed the foundation of the AA Fellowship.


Radical Thinking


The authors call alcoholism an illness in chapter 2. That was radical thinking sixty years ago when the book was written. Back then, society viewed an alcoholic as a moral failure. Alcoholism was treated with ignorance and misunderstanding. Thankfully, much has changed. Today, many people know alcoholism or drug addiction is a disease. Like other diseases, alcoholism can be passed down in families. Likewise, alcoholics and addicts need medical treatment.


The solution to recovery remains the same now as years ago. Even with the advance in society’s attitudes, no one understands the addict better than another addict. Perhaps that’s because our illness is unlike other illnesses. It tends to hurt and anger those around us rather than stir up sympathy and compassion. We need that special understanding offered by other addicts, or our fellows. Those who have found “the solution” can usually “get through” to using alcoholics or addicts because they understand in a way few others can. That’s the bond upon which our Twelve Step Fellowship is based and by which the message spreads.


Chapter 2 tells us that at some point addicts can no longer stop drinking or drugging once they’ve taken that first drink or hit. They’ve lost control. The drugs now control them.


Willpower won’t work. Our resolve isn’t strong enough. Staying clean can’t happen through some trick of the mind. The addiction is too powerful, and we lose the power of choice.
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The disease seems to invade every fiber of our being, infecting us even when we’re straight. Despite a string of negative consequences and every good reason to quit, we persist:




	We drink to get drunk; we use to get high.


	Our personality changes when intoxicated.


	We have a “positive genius” for getting wasted at just the wrong moment.


	We become dishonest and selfish.


	We protect our supply.
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Yet, most of us were not ready to give up alcohol and drugs. We tried to find some trick to drink or use without the consequences. We’ve got a name for that too: denial.


Why do addicts act like this? Why, when they know from experience the problems that using causes, do they use again?


That’s the wrong question. We can’t answer it. Truth be told, most of us have no idea why we kept using.


The better question is, “What do I have to do to recover from this seemingly hopeless condition?” That’s where the solution comes in.


Simple, but Not Easy


By now, you’re no doubt asking, what the heck is this “solution” they keep talking about?


It’s simple. The solution is to change. Through a spiritual experience, we overhaul our way of looking at and being in the world. We surrender our plans and submit to God’s will. We turn from self-centeredness and begin a life of service to others.


It’s simple, but not easy. At first, most didn’t like the requirements—self-searching, leveling of pride, confession of shortcomings. Since our way hadn’t worked, we were willing to try it, especially when we saw how it had worked for others.
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Basically, it came down to two choices:




	follow our addiction to its bitter end, which meant insanity, incarceration, or death, or


	accept spiritual help.





There was no middle road or shortcut. It was drink until we dropped, or surrender. Stay with the problem, or embrace the solution.
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The solution, we found, was nothing short of a miracle, especially considering our doubts. Surrendering to God brings relief. God can do for us what we could never do by ourselves.


Not only has God liberated us from our addiction, God has given us the grace to change our attitude and approach to life. Cutting out the drugs is just the beginning. The solution lies in applying the principles we’ve discovered to every aspect of our lives. (More on these principles and working the Steps in later chapters.) The solution is more than a means to quit using, it’s a “design on living.”


This design is drawn from the paradox that we cannot keep what we have unless we give it away. In helping others, we help ourselves. Service, particularly helping the addict who is still suffering, becomes the foundation of sobriety. In fact, our very lives depend on helping others. That gives our lives purpose. And it keeps us sober.


Instead of looking out for ourselves, we try to be useful to others. We talk to other addicts about what we know. We share our own painful experience with others who need to know they aren’t alone. That can give our lives purpose. And it keeps us sober.


More God Stuff


So what’s with the spiritual experience? Chapter 2 defines a spiritual experience as a new way of looking at life. We throw away old ideas and attitudes that hurt us and others.
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