
[image: Cover: A Program For You, by Anonymous]


A Program For You

A Guide to the Big Book’s Design for Living

Includes 3rd and 4th edition Big Book page references






[image: A Program For You, by Anonymous, Hazelden Publishing]






Hazelden Publishing

Center City, Minnesota 55012

hazelden.org/bookstore

Copyright © 1991 by Hazelden Foundation

All rights reserved. First published April 1991.

Printed in the United States of America

No part of this publication, either print or electronic, may be reproduced in any form or by any means without the express written permission of the publisher.1 Failure to comply with these terms may expose you to legal action and damages for copyright infringement.

ISBN-13: 978-0-89486-741-5

E-book ISBN: 978-1-59285-798-2

CIP data is on file at the Library of Congress.

Editor’s notes

This book has been updated to include both third- and fourth-edition page references to Alcoholics Anonymous.

In the process of being reissued in 2021, A Program for You has undergone minor editing updates.

Alcoholics Anonymous and AA are registered trademarks of Alcoholics World Service, Inc. References to the Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions does not mean that AA has reviewed or approved the contents of this publication, nor that AA agrees with the views expressed herein. The Twelve Traditions are reprinted with permission of Alcoholics Anonymous World Services, Inc.

This publication is intended to support personal growth and should not be thought of as a substitute for the advice of health care professionals. The authors’ advice and viewpoints are their own.

In the interest of fostering self-respect for each individual regardless of gender, the authors have used a variety of gender references (“he,” “she,” and “they”), in the examples given. The authors believe the issues of addiction know no boundaries in regard to gender, creed, color, or religious affiliation.

Cover design: Sara Streifel, Think Creative Design

Developmental editor: Marc Olson

Editorial project manager: Victoria Tirrel

1. This copyright does not apply to any spoken presentations by the authors, to audio- or videotapes of those presentations produced solely for the dissemination of information and not for profit, or to any of the adaptations of this information already produced by the Kelly Foundation.






INTRODUCTION How This Book Can Help


Alcoholics Anonymous, which is most often just called the Big Book, was first published in 1939. Since then it has sold millions of copies throughout the world and, in the decades since, has helped millions of people recover from alcoholism and other forms of addiction.

The two of us who wrote A Program for You believe firmly that there are no better tools for recovery than the Big Book and the Twelve Steps that the Big Book offers and describes. We know this to be true in our lives, as well as in the lives of thousands of alcoholics we’ve met and talked with over the years. We have also heard of thousands of more people with other addictions and compulsive behaviors who are finding that these same tools can change their lives.

The Big Book isn’t hard to read; it’s written in plain, everyday language, and every word of it is practical and down-to-earth. It’s not a book of theory or philosophy. It offers a clear, step-by-step approach for your recovery. It enables you to really and fully understand the problem of addiction; it presents a clear, practical solution to the problem; and it shows you how to implement that solution in your own life through the Twelve Step program of action it describes.

Though the Big Book is easy to understand and follow from the first page to the last, we’ve found that lots of people have managed to misunderstand and misuse it. Some of them just skim parts of the book or skip over them entirely. Some start in the middle of the book instead of the beginning. Some people disregard or ignore some of the Twelve Steps. Others don’t read the Big Book carefully, and they misunderstand or misinterpret what the authors are saying. Still others bring in all kinds of other ideas that aren’t found anywhere in the Big Book. And some people in the Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) fellowship and other Twelve Step programs haven’t read the Big Book at all.

We think it’s strange that the fellowship, as it has grown over the years, has gotten away from the very thing that it started with. But we see a great trend in the past few years of going back to the Big Book. We want to help that trend continue.

We’ve written this book for two reasons: first, to help people get everything out of the Big Book that we believe its author intended; and second, to bring people back to what we think the Big Book actually does for all of us who are in recovery. Because of the guidance of the Big Book and the grace of the Higher Power we’ve found through it, neither of us has found it necessary to take a drink in over twenty years. We want to help you understand for yourself what the Big Book really says, means, and can offer you. It doesn’t matter whether you’ve been in the AA fellowship or other Twelve Step recovery groups for thirty years, two weeks, or not at all—the Big Book can enhance your life and your recovery. We’ve been studying and talking about the Big Book for most of our years of sobriety, and by now we’ve read it dozens of times. But every time we look at it, we get more out of it.

You can use A Program for You by yourself or as part of a Big Book study group of your own. All it takes to start a study group are two or more interested people, a copy of the Big Book, and a copy of A Program for You.

Ideally, we’d like you to read Alcoholics Anonymous from cover to cover, or at least through page 164, before you follow along using our book. If you prefer, though, you can just read a chapter or section of the Big Book at a time as we go through it with you. But it’s absolutely essential that at some point, you get a copy of the Big Book and read it carefully from the beginning to at least page 164. We want to help you to understand the Big Book more thoroughly—we don’t want to replace it! Be sure to read the book in the sequence in which it was written, and don’t skim or skip over any sections. The Big Book was put together in a certain way, and for you to get the most out of it, you need to use it in the way it was meant to be used.

Whenever we refer to a section or passage in the Big Book, we’ll indicate what pages and (when appropriate) lines we’re talking about.

A Program for You actually began not as a book but as a workshop, and before that as a study group. Both of us had an interest in studying the Big Book for many years, and when we first met in 1973 we decided we’d get together regularly to study it. After a while, other people started asking if they could join us; we said sure, and pretty soon we had a group going. The group kept growing, people began to hear about us, and in 1977 a fellow in Oklahoma invited us to talk to the Alcoholics Anonymous group he was in. We did, and he made tapes of our talk. Pretty soon, copies of these tapes started making their way around the country.

And soon we were being regularly asked to do weekend workshops on the Big Book. We’ve done hundreds of them by now—in most major cities in the United States, and in many other parts of the world.

Both of us are members of the fellowship of Alcoholics Anonymous, but in writing this book we aren’t speaking for anyone except ourselves. We don’t consider ourselves to be the gurus of the Big Book, and we’re not claiming to be experts on anything. We’re just two old alcoholics who have studied the Big Book for a long time and want to share with others what we’ve learned. Feel free to agree or disagree with anything you read in this book. In fact, we recommend that you pay no attention to anything we say that can’t be reconciled with the book Alcoholics Anonymous, since our purpose is to help you understand that book better.

The better you do understand the Big Book, the more it can help you in your own recovery. We hope that A Program for You will show you just how helpful the Big Book can be. We believe the Big Book can change your life just as dramatically as it did ours.

—THE AUTHORS






CHAPTER 1 How It All Started


In order to really understand the Big Book—how it works, how it can transform our lives, and how to use it as a step-by-step program for recovery—we need to look at some of the history behind it. The Big Book’s “Foreword to Second Edition” (pages xv–xxi) contains a brief history, which you should read, but right now let’s take a detailed look at some of the key people and the events that led up to the Big Book’s publication.

Bill W. and Dr. Silkworth

It all began in Akron, Ohio, in June 1935, during a talk between Bill W., a New York stockbroker and speculator, and Dr. Bob, an Akron physician. Both of these men were alcoholics. Dr. Bob was still having serious problems with alcohol, but Bill had stopped drinking six months earlier. He had been relieved of his obsession with alcohol by a sudden spiritual experience that occurred after meeting with a friend, Ebby T., who had been in contact with the Oxford Groups of that day. The Oxford Groups were made up of people who sought to practice first-century Christianity, using their faith to help them overcome whatever problems they had. Bill W. had also been greatly helped by Dr. William D. Silkworth, a New York specialist in alcoholism, who nowadays is considered a medical saint by many program members. Dr. Silkworth’s accounts appear on pages xxiii–xxx [pages xxv–xxxii] of the Big Book.

Like most addicts and alcoholics, Bill W. had had no idea what was wrong with him. He thought he suffered from a weak will or a lack of moral character. He also thought that his problem might boil down to sin—at least, this was something people had been telling him for years. But when Bill W. and Dr. Silkworth met, the doctor explained to him that he thought alcoholism was actually a disease—a twofold disease, both of the body and of the mind. He explained that Bill W. was allergic to alcohol, and that whenever Bill W. took a drink, it produced a physical craving for still more alcohol. This made it virtually impossible for Bill W. to stop drinking once he had started.

Dr. Silkworth also explained to Bill how the obsession for alcohol worked in alcoholics. Bill couldn’t shake the idea that someday he’d be able to take a drink like other people. But the fact was that he would never be able to drink like nonalcoholics. Still, the hope and the idea that he could were so strong to Bill that it didn’t matter how badly he wanted to stop drinking; his mind would always take him back to the idea of taking a drink, and he would believe that he could take a drink and be able to stop. So he’d have a drink, and the drink would trigger the allergy, and he wouldn’t be able to keep himself from drinking some more.

Ebby T.’s Experience of Recovery

Bill W. was fortunate in two ways. First, he may have been the first addicted person who truly understood what his problem was. Second, he was lucky enough to be in contact with someone from the Oxford Groups, Ebby T., who showed Bill a way to overcome the disease. Ebby, an old drinking buddy of Bill’s, had been an alcoholic for years. In fact, doctors had pronounced him incurable, and he had been on the verge of being locked up for alcoholic insanity. But then Ebby had a vital spiritual experience that changed his life. As a result, he was sober.

Ebby told Bill W. that a spiritual experience like the one he had had would be the solution to Bill’s problem of alcohol addiction. Ebby gave Bill a series of steps and guidelines from the Oxford Groups that formed a practical program of recovery. He probably told Bill something like this: “If you can apply this program to your life, have a spiritual experience of your own, and find a Power greater than any human power, you’ll be able to recover from the disease of alcoholism.”

So Bill W. learned three separate things at about the same time: (1) he got an accurate description of his problem from Dr. Silkworth; (2) he learned the solution to his problem from Ebby; and (3) he got a practical program of action from the Oxford Groups, through Ebby. He might have been the first human being to learn these three things together.

Bill W.’s Awakening and Recovery

Bill W. had a spiritual awakening of his own in November of 1934, shortly after meeting with Ebby. This came to be known as Bill’s “white flash,” because it was such a sudden and dramatic experience—a flood of light bringing a great peace and confirming God’s presence in his life.

Bill W. could not accept all the tenets of the Oxford Groups, but he was convinced of the need for these five things: (1) a personal moral inventory; (2) the confession of his personality defects; (3) restitution to the people he had harmed through his addiction; (4) continued helpfulness to others; and most important, (5) the belief in and dependence upon a Higher Power.

After his awakening, Bill W. worked hard to help many other alcoholics in New York City. He felt that only an alcoholic could help an alcoholic; but, although he was staying sober himself, he didn’t succeed in helping anyone else break the addiction to alcohol. He was probably yanking people off bar stools, talking to them in the gutters, finding alcoholics anywhere he could. But none of them responded to what he had to offer.

One day, while talking to another alcoholic in the hospital, he ran into Dr. Silkworth again. Their conversation might have been something like this: “Doctor,” Bill said, “I’ve been trying to give away what I’ve received, and nobody seems to want it.”

The doctor told him, “Bill, you’re probably trying to cram that great white flash you had down their throats. That doesn’t work. If you try to cram anything down the throat of an alcoholic, he’ll just puke it right back up every time. What you need to do is tell them what their problem is. Tell them what I told you. Explain to them the nature of the problem and the mental and physical components of their disease. Every alcoholic I know wants to know two things: (1) Why can’t I drink like I used to without getting drunk? and (2) Why can’t I quit now that I want to quit? If you can answer those two questions for them, you’ll get their attention. And then you’ll be able to tell them about a spiritual means of recovery. But don’t give them the spirituality first, because you’ll turn them off every time.”

The Fellowship Begins

By now it’s the middle of 1935. We don’t think it was an accident that right after Bill W. had his conversation with Dr. Silkworth, he contacted Dr. Bob in Akron. Bill had gone there to put together a business deal. There was a proxy fight going on over an Akron-based company, and if things worked out as Bill had hoped, he was going to end up becoming president of the company. But to Bill’s distress, the deal fell through.

So picture this: Bill W. stood in the lobby of the Mayflower Hotel in Akron, counting his money, and realized he didn’t even have enough to pay his hotel bill. He was feeling very sad, very depressed, very low. He happened to look through a door that led to the hotel bar. Like in most bars, the lights were probably low; music was playing; the smoke was thick; and the people were laughing. Bill probably said to himself, “I’ll go in and have a soda and maybe I’ll feel better. I won’t drink, but at least I’ll be with people of my kind.” But as he started to go through the door, he must have heard himself think, You can’t do that; if you go in there, you’re going to get drunk. Bill realized he needed some help if he was to stay sober.

Through a series of phone calls, Bill came in contact with Dr. Bob. Dr. Bob had repeatedly tried spiritual means to resolve his alcoholic dilemma, but had failed. To Bill’s amazement, he learned that Dr. Bob had been going to the Oxford Groups for quite some time. He had been trying to apply their program in his life, but he was unable to do it as deeply as he needed to, because he didn’t understand what was wrong with him. He still thought the problem was a weak will or a lack of moral character or sin. At least, this was what nearly everyone had told him the problem was. But when Bill W. gave him Dr. Silkworth’s description of the disease of addiction, he began to pursue the spiritual remedy for his illness with a willingness he’d never had before.

This might have been one of the first miracles of the program. Picture this: an old, broken-down, manipulating New York City speculator sits down with a well-trained physician and tells the physician what’s wrong with his body and mind—and the physician not only listens to him, but believes him! It seems to us that normally any doctor would have said, “Who the hell are you to tell me what’s wrong with my mind and body?” But Bill W.’s message had such depth and interest that Dr. Bob found himself embracing it almost immediately.

Dr. Bob then began to apply the program in his life. He got drunk one more time, but then he sobered up, never to drink again until he died in 1950. This seemed to demonstrate that one alcoholic or addict could help another in a way that no one else could. This is one of the basic principles behind Twelve Step recovery, and it’s one of the main reasons we wrote this book. Because we’re alcoholics ourselves, we know what it’s like to be in your shoes, and we can understand and help you in a way other people can’t.

So Bill W. and Dr. Bob set to work almost frantically to help alcoholics at Akron City Hospital. Their very first case, a man named Bill D., was a desperate one, but he recovered immediately and became AA member number three. Bill W. and Dr. Bob told Bill D. three things: (1) They told him what his problem really was—something no one else had ever told him before. (2) They told him that the solution to his problem would be a vital spiritual experience. (3) And they told him about a practical program of action that they had both used to recover. Then they said to Bill D., “You can do this, too, if you want to.”

A day or so later, Bill D. said to his wife, “Get my clothes out of the closet. I’m going home.” He left the hospital, applied the program in his life, sobered up, and never drank again for the rest of his life.

So, in the summer of 1935 in Akron, Ohio, there were three people who knew three things: (1) what the problem was, (2) what the solution was, and (3) what the practical program for achieving that solution was.

Early Growth and Plans of AA

Bill W. stayed on in Akron for a while, and he and Dr. Bob kept working with the alcoholics in the Akron hospital. There were many failures, but there were occasional successes too. Also, a small number of people who had recovered had formed a group. This nameless bunch of drunks was really the first AA group, although they hadn’t yet come up with the name Alcoholics Anonymous.

In the fall of 1935, Bill W. returned to New York, taking his knowledge of the problem, the solution, and the practical program of action with him. By 1937, a second small group had formed in New York. Also, some alcoholics, who had picked up the basic ideas behind AA in Akron or New York, were trying to form similar groups in other cities.

During that year, Bill W. went back to Akron to make a second attempt at taking over that same company—something he never did manage to do. While he was there, he went to a meeting with Dr. Bob. They counted heads and found that there were nearly forty alcoholics who were staying sober in Akron and New York. They began to think, Maybe we have something here that can work for lots of people. How can we get the message out to other alcoholics?

They decided to call another meeting later that evening to try to answer this question. Eighteen people showed up, and they took a vote on what they should do. By a narrow margin, the group voted to do three things. Now, the first two were the kind of grandiose ideas you’d expect from a bunch of alcoholics who didn’t have an extra dime among them. They wanted to build a chain of hospitals across the country to treat alcoholics. They thought they would then hire, train, and pay a group of missionaries to carry their message. Of course, neither of these ideas ever happened.

The third thing they decided to do was write a book.

The Writing of the Big Book

At this point, the AA program had come together pretty well. They had the idea of the problem, the solution, and the practical program of action. But all this was being passed on from one person to another entirely by word of mouth, and that worried some people a little bit.

You know how we addicts and alcoholics are: we start adding things to whatever we hear, and taking other things away according to how we want things to suit us at the time. The Akron group felt that if the message wasn’t in written form, it would be hard to preserve accurately. They also felt that the book they’d write would be the first definitive book on alcoholism and addiction. Their hope was that it would be a big seller so they could make some money and build their hospitals and pay their missionaries.

At first, the people in the group decided that they wanted Bill W. to write this book. They said something like, “Bill, you’re the guy who started this thing. You’ve been sober longer than the rest of us, and you know more about this recovery program than we do. We want you to write it in the same sequence we had to learn it in, and we want you to include the same information we had to learn.” But they might have also told Bill, “We don’t want it to be your book, though; it’s got to be our book. As you write it, we want to see each chapter, and we’ll change things around however we want. That way when we’re through with it, it’ll have the collective knowledge and experience of all of us rather than just one person’s.” Bill agreed, and the work began.

It took two years to write the book, which was titled Alcoholics Anonymous. By the time it was finished, in 1939, membership in the groups had reached about one hundred men and women. The society, which had been nameless until now, also began to be called Alcoholics Anonymous, after the title of its book.

The book Alcoholics Anonymous, which many of us now just call the Big Book, after a shaky start, turned out to be an even bigger success than any of the early AA people had hoped. It has sold millions of copies, been reprinted dozens of times, and been translated into many different languages.

There is something else particularly interesting about the book: it has remained largely unchanged since its first edition in 1939. The first portion of the Big Book, describing the AA program for recovery in detail, has been left more or less untouched for over eighty years.1 There is a very good reason for this: the program it describes works, and has been working for millions of people throughout the world, year after year.

Now you know something about how the organization Alcoholics Anonymous and the book by the same name came to be. In the chapters to come we’ll show you how the Big Book presents a clear, step-by-step sequence for solving your own alcohol or other addiction problem. We will also show you how and why following that whole sequence is so important.

1. Because Alcoholics Anonymous was published in 1939 when the male gender pronoun was considered to be inclusive of everyone, some language in the Big Book appears to include only men. This was not consciously intended. The suggestions and principles in the Big Book apply to all alcoholics and addicts. Most people coming to AA and other Twelve Step programs have read past these archaic conventions and found the truth that is there. —EDITOR






CHAPTER 2 Using the Big Book Correctly


Following the Big Book’s Program of Action

When the Big Book was first published in 1939, the people in the Alcoholics Anonymous fellowship practiced and worked the recovery program in the book. What the book said and what AA members did were the same.

Over the past seventy-plus years, the Big Book has changed very little, and its most important sections have remained exactly the same. But the AA fellowship and the other Twelve Step fellowships that have followed have changed a great deal. We have brought in so many different things, adding to the program and watering it down, that sometimes it hardly resembles the Twelve Step program in the Big Book at all. We think this is a big mistake.

We have heard that at some meetings today, people are told, “Just go to meetings for ninety days and don’t drink or use, and you’ll be okay.” But this isn’t what the Big Book says. You can look through it from cover to cover, and you won’t find that message anywhere.

In the fellowship of AA and other Twelve Step support groups, people find a lot of strength through sharing with one another and supporting each other. We think this is extremely valuable. But some years back, a few people found that they could stay sober on fellowship only, without actually working the Twelve Step program. So they began to water the program down a little bit, and then a little bit more, one inch at a time. Eventually, things got watered down so much that people in the fellowship began saying all kinds of things that aren’t in the Big Book at all.

For instance, we’ve heard a lot of people say, “You can apply the program cafeteria style. Take what you want, leave what you want, and everything will be okay.” But we don’t believe this is true. The program is a single, unified whole, not a collection of tidbits of advice. There is nothing in the Big Book that says, “Treat the Twelve Step program like a smorgasbord.”

Some of what gets said in meetings that’s not part of the Twelve Step recovery program is harmless. But some things can do real damage, and some can be deadly. We have heard something in meetings that has killed a lot of people, and that almost killed one of us. It goes like this: “If you come to meetings long enough, you’ll soak up all the important things by osmosis, and everything will be great.” We disagree strongly with this. We don’t think the Twelve Step program works by osmosis. You have to apply it in your own life, and that takes effort.

Today things have been watered down and changed around so much that you can go to some meetings and, if someone didn’t read the preamble to the meeting, you’d have no idea what kind of meeting you were actually attending. We find this to be true in meetings throughout the country—not all of them, of course, but some. Sometimes in Twelve Step meetings people talk about everything except recovering from the disease of addiction and the application of the Twelve Steps in their lives.

We don’t doubt that the people who bring these ideas to the fellowship mean well. But we need to point out that the Big Book doesn’t deal with fellowship at all. It deals with the program of recovery as used by the first one hundred people in AA. The fellowship came out of the program, not the other way around.

The Effectiveness of the Big Book

If you look at the top of page xx in the Big Book, you’ll see just how effective the book was when the fellowship’s recovery program and the recovery program described in the book were the same. This page explains that AA grew by leaps and bounds because many people recovered through it and many families were reunited because of it. Half of all the alcoholics who came to AA and seriously and sincerely tried to recover got sober immediately and stayed that way. Another 25 percent sobered up a little more slowly.

So in the beginning, when the fellowship program and the program in the Big Book were the same, it is estimated that 75 percent of the people who used the Twelve Step program and really tried to recover from the disease of addiction actually did. We wonder what the percentage is today. We doubt very seriously if it’s 50 percent, let alone 75 percent.

Though the specific drugs that get used may have changed over the years, we don’t think drunks and addicts are much different today than they were in 1939. The Big Book hasn’t changed much, either, since the days when probably 75 percent of all the people who read it and followed its Twelve Step program recovered from the disease of addiction. The only thing that has really changed is the fellowship itself.

We believe that this is the big problem in many Twelve Step meetings today. It’s a serious problem, too, because far fewer people are recovering from their illness. We have written this book in part to explain how and why we think the fellowship has gotten into trouble—but mostly we want to point the way back to the Big Book. We hope to show you how the program it offers can help you recover from your addiction to alcohol (and, we believe, to other drugs and addictive behaviors as well), and to help you use that program most effectively.

Old-Timers and Newcomers

Part of the problem, as we see it, has to do with the differences between some of the newer people in the fellowship and the old-timers who have been in it for years and years. Of course, new people are always joining the fellowship, and we’re glad they keep joining. Many of them, though, use a language and terms that a lot of old-timers aren’t used to. That is nobody’s fault—but what happens is that some old-timers begin saying, “We don’t identify with these people. We’re tired of hearing what they have to say, so we’re just going to stay home.” The problem is that when the old-timers stay home, they abdicate their responsibility to carry their message to other alcoholics and addicts, as explained in Step Twelve. The meetings then get turned over to the new people, who are the sickest of the sick.

Instead of staying home, the old-timers need to keep coming to meetings and say to newcomers, “Look, we know that everything you learned is important to you, and we’re not telling you it’s wrong, but here’s what we talk about in the program.” Then the old-timers need to talk about the Twelve Steps and how the program works. They need to train newcomers in the basic principles and language of recovery, and keep the fellowship meetings on track. When a meeting starts to wander away from the Twelve Steps and the program, it’s the old-timers’ job to bring it back.

There are people in recovery today—including some who have been in the fellowship for months or years—who never actually read all of the Big Book, or even a large part of it. We think this is a mistake. For most addicts and alcoholics, reading the Big Book is an essential part of recovery; it’s not just a supplement to meetings. If you truly wish to recover from the disease of addiction, we urge you to actually read the Big Book from beginning to end. In fact, we urge you to read it right away. If you haven’t read any of the Big Book yet, please put down our book now and start in on the Big Book immediately.

Now you know how the Big Book came about and how important we think it is to your recovery. Next we’ll take a close look at the central problem we alcoholics and addicts all share. The Big Book explains this problem clearly and in great detail. Then we’ll examine the practical, step-by-step solutions the Big Book gives us to overcome this problem, and how you can put those solutions to work in your own life.
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