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Introduction


I walked into my first Twelve Step meeting in 1978. Since then I must have gone to at least five thousand meetings, sometimes every day, sometimes once a week. Currently, I go to two or three meetings a week. In these meetings, when people would share something wise a sponsor had said, I used to wonder, “Where are all these wise sponsors? They must be going to some other meeting.” But after being around for a while, I see that those wise sponsors are sitting in meetings all around us. They ARE us! Something about being a sponsor brings out our unexpected wisdom. A sponsor’s life-changing words take many forms: a command, a joke, a plea, a hint, even an ultimatum. Often the best “advice” sponsors give is a story from their own experience.


When I was laid off in 2009, I had all this extra time and energy. My mind was free to roam. I was going to many more meetings, and the idea came to me to start collecting the sponsor wisdom I was hearing. I talked about it with friends in the Program, and their enthusiasm and willingness to participate encouraged and motivated me to move forward. During the process of interviewing, transcribing, and editing, I found myself laughing aloud, weeping with tears streaming down my face, or tingling with goose bumps at the power of their words.


Two years later (now fully employed), I have this collection to share with you. As one of my first sponsors said, “Take what you like and leave the rest.” And, as someone else’s sponsor said, “Different things work for different people, and different things work for the same person at different times.” Let these words wash over you. The things our sponsors say surface unexpectedly; often we remember them only when we hear ourselves repeating them to someone else. You may apply some of these words now, some you’ll file away for later, and some you may never use. In fact, some of these suggestions may be the exact opposite of what you need. Please reflect on what you read here in the light of your own experience, your sponsor, your Program friends, and your Higher Power. I hope you come to the same realization that has come to me through working on this book: in our Twelve Step fellowships, there is an abundance of help and wisdom always available to us.


This is a book for people in any Twelve Step Program. You’ll read stories from members of Overeaters Anonymous (OA), Debtors Anonymous (DA), Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), Sex and Love Addicts Anonymous (SLAA), Narcotics Anonymous (NA), and Al-Anon. The stories tell both the “What” and the “Why:” What did the sponsor say? Why did it make a difference? Why should I do it? What difference will it make in my life?


Let’s be in touch. I would love to interview you. I’m sure you have a story to tell about your sponsor and something he or she said that was helpful or meaningful. Whether it was a command, joke, plea, suggestion, ultimatum, or personal story, if it helped you, it’s sure to help someone else. Pass it on.


—Elaine M.


Berkeley, California


sponsorbook2@gmail.com




Lesson 1


“Join the human race, Honey.”


How many times did my sponsor say this to me? I can’t even begin to count. Whenever I was upset with myself (or someone else), whenever I made a mistake, whenever I was in despair over my messy emotions, whenever I felt like a failure—in other words, almost every day back then—she would say those four words (always with “Honey” added on) in kindness and love. I now understand she was teaching me that no human being is perfect and that making mistakes is part of everyday life. Recovery doesn’t mean I will always behave in an exemplary fashion. Serenity doesn’t mean I’ll never get angry or upset. Isn’t that why we have a Tenth Step? If I’m willing to “join the human race,” then I’m bound to experience my (and others’) character defects. But if I face the truth about myself with humility, then when I make a mistake, I can correct it without sinking into self-blame.


In the Seventh Step prayer, I let my Higher Power have “all of me, good and bad.” Thanks to my sponsor, I have learned to accept all of me.


—Ella H.




Lesson 2


“Let us love you until you learn how to love yourself.”


I remember exactly what was going on and where I was standing when I made the call. I was convinced I was no good. What came back at me from my sponsor was, “You know, Jim, there’s a slogan around here, ‘Let us love you until you learn how to love yourself.’” I said, “Man, I love that.” A light went on inside my head. One, they were offering to love me; two, I was going to learn to begin to love myself at some point; and three, I’m not the only one. All three of those things were communicated to me in that one saying.


It woke me up as it cut through all my accumulated darkness and went right to my heart. I needed what this slogan promised. I needed to be loved. They don’t make up slogans just for me. When they make up slogans, it means lots of people have a need. It made me feel not so alone. It was like a request they were asking of me: Let us love you, until you learn how to love yourself.


—Jim D.




Lesson 3


“It will get different.”


I assumed that with sobriety my life would get better right away. My sponsor never said that it would get better. She told me that it would get different. I’m grateful for that because I had good humor when it did get different rather than better. I thought different meant better, and I wanted everything to be perfect as soon as I got sober. I learned quickly about “progress, not perfection,” and that better isn’t necessarily what I need right now. Sometimes I need pain to get where I’m going.


I was newly sober and my marriage was falling apart; we had been drinking and using for seven years. My sponsor told me that it would get different and I assumed it would get better, right away. I learned from her to “Do it scared.” I followed through, did it scared, and life got different. I know that if I continue to do it scared, things will continue to get different. This is not just for newcomers. The only thing that stays the same in recovery is that it doesn’t stay the same. I won’t necessarily feel good instantaneously; the pain has to come first. I’m grateful that my husband and I stuck it out. We got sober two weeks apart and now have twenty-eight years in recovery. Life is good.


—Jody K.




Lesson 4


“Your most important relationship is with your Higher Power.”


This reminds me that whatever is going on is neither about me, nor about other people. It gives me good orderly direction, away from the “land of me” and further into the land of the spirit. At first, I reacted to my sponsor’s words with confusion and annoyance. He was asking me to pull my attention away from others and myself. Now I am willing and usually ready to hear his words. They have a track record. There was a time when I was mad, mad, mad at my partner’s actions. My sponsor said, many times, “Your most important relationship is with your Higher Power. Your partner is doing the best she can. We are all always doing the best we can.” This introduced me to compassion for my partner.


I’ve grown more compassionate with myself as a result. Either that, or because I have grown more compassionate with myself, when a situation arises, I can get to where I see that my partner is doing the best she can. They are one-to-one related.


—Amy




Lesson 5


“You don’t need to be in a relationship to be happy.”


When my sponsor told me that I didn’t need to be in a relationship to be happy, I started complaining. He said, “I’m not in a relationship and I’m happy.” That shut me up. Then he said, “If you don’t feel good about yourself, getting into a relationship can’t make you feel any better about yourself. It will only make you feel worse about yourself.” Essentially, the concept is that if you try to use a relationship to build your self-esteem, it will backfire. People don’t like being used for that reason.


If you try to use another person, he (or she) will rebel and not gratify your desire to use him (or her) that way. You’ll end up feeling worse about yourself. It will only drag down your self-esteem. I actually heard the message. I was able to view self-esteem building as an inside job. My sponsor also said that you can’t build up your self-esteem by trying to make yourself look and feel more big and powerful in the world. You can only truly build up your self-esteem by making a real contribution to other people.


—Anonymous




Lesson 6


“You eat because you’re a compulsive overeater.”


I was sure that the reason I was overeating was that my life was miserable. It truly was at that time. I called an OA old-timer and said that my life was miserable because when I walked into work it was an unhappy work situation. I said, “That’s why I want to eat.” She said, “No, you eat because you’re a compulsive overeater.” I said, “No, it’s like this, I’m fine when I’m home and then I go to work and it’s so stressful and awful that I want to eat.” She said, “No, you eat because you’re a compulsive overeater.” I kept trying different ways and she kept saying the same thing. I thought she was being harsh, and I decided that I wouldn’t call her again. Here I was a newcomer and she was being mean to me!


Now I can look back and realize that she was right. Overeating was my only way of coping, and that’s why my life was a mess. I had been eating instead of dealing with a dysfunctional relationship and problems with money and an unhealthy job.


—Debbie N.




Lesson 7


“Some people get sober by the spin-dry method and some people do it through the drip-dry method.”


When I first came into the Program, I had a sponsor who had a year of sobriety. He had come through treatment and I had not. During the 1980s, when I got sober, there were more and more people coming into AA, not through the front door but through the treatment door. They were quite knowledgeable about elementary things that a person has to learn in AA. It takes more time to learn those things when you’re just going to a meeting or two a week. I came in through the front door. I never went to treatment. I walked into my first AA meeting by myself. I was not interested in staying in AA, and I didn’t believe that I really needed it. I was doing it to satisfy the woman I was seeing at the time. She said if I didn’t go to AA, she would leave me. I stayed, and started learning. I always felt insecure and inferior to new people who seemed to know more than I knew and experienced more serenity and comfort. It bothered me quite a bit. I was jealous of their recovery. I made gains, but it was a slow and painstaking time. I used to harangue my sponsor about it and say, “I’m not as progressed as those people; they seem to know so much more than I do. Maybe I need to go into treatment.” I actually called treatment centers when I was six months sober and asked them if I should come in. They all said, “No, people actually have to go to AA if they’re going to stay sober.” They said they had a bed for me if I relapsed. But I didn’t.
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