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INTRODUCTION


Some of us say we found the program. Others of us say the program found us. Whichever way it happened, those of us who practice the Twelve Steps of Overeaters Anonymous (OA) are very lucky. We have the blueprint for a way of life that can free us from the obsession with food.


Most of us struggled long and hard to control what we ate and to escape the binge/diet trap. We tried all sorts of ways to stop using food to solve emotional problems. We wanted to be rid of the compulsion to overeat, to undereat, to binge and purge. When the diets didn’t work, and the exercise programs didn’t work, either, and nothing else we tried worked, some of us were ready to admit our powerlessness over food and the unmanageability of our lives.


We felt an emptiness inside that no amount of food could fill. So when we came to the Twelve Step program, we were desperate enough to entertain the idea of a spiritual solution. For me, as for many of you, it was the only way left.


I knew that the Twelve Step program worked for alcoholics. As I began going to OA meetings, I saw those Steps changing the lives of people who had been obsessed with food. I was a compulsive overeater. Maybe the Twelve Steps could work for me.


Like most people with eating disorders, I knew what I should eat. Knowing was not the problem; that was easy. It was the doing that was difficult, if not impossible. One day I would eat twelve hundred calories’ worth of food, and the next day I would eat that much plus a half gallon of ice cream. No matter how much I ate, it was never enough.


When I got to the Twelve Step program, I was ready to concede that I was powerless over food. It took considerably longer to accept the fact that I was also powerless over people, places, and things, but in the process of getting to that point, I was slowly discovering a new way of life.


For me, the Steps have been the key to strengthening the spiritual dimension that is available to us all. Even though no amount of food fills my inner emptiness, no amount of willpower prevents me from bingeing. The way I can avoid trying to use food to solve problems food can’t solve is by getting in touch with a source of strength beyond myself—a Higher Power.


Our program is a spiritual one, not a diet-and-calories club. Many of us start out thinking that if we could just eat “normally” and maintain an ideal weight, everything would be perfect. Before we get very far along, however, we begin to realize that simply not bingeing is not enough, and ideal weight is not enough, either. Life’s challenges are more complex. What we need is a program for living, a positive way of dealing with the ups and downs of everyday reality so that we don’t need to escape into harmful dependencies.


For me, the Twelve Steps point the way to a healthy dependency on a Higher Power. I take them over and over again. I have been in the program for more than ten years, and each year gets better. The more thoroughly I practice the principles, the easier it is to cope with whatever comes my way, one day at a time. Amazing changes have taken place in my life. With a Higher Power in charge, I don’t have to depend on excess food to see me through. Excess food didn’t work. The Higher Power, whom I choose to call God, does.


The beauty of our program is that it gives us freedom of choice. Nothing is mandatory. The Steps are “suggested,” not imposed, and each of us who takes the Steps does so in the way that best suits her or him individually. We all have the benefit of other people’s experience, and most of us choose to work with a sponsor.


When I embarked on the Steps, it was with the help of my OA group, my sponsor, and “Twelve and Twelve,” the book describing the Twelve Steps for Alcoholics Anonymous. As I continue this rewarding journey, I am guided and nourished by the experience, strength, and hope of all of you, as together we do what we cannot do alone. What I have written down in the following pages represents my own interpretation of the Steps, based on the gifts I have received in the meeting rooms and what has come out of my personal experience.


I am very grateful to have found and been found by the Twelve Step program of Overeaters Anonymous. For me, abstinence from compulsive overeating is possible when spiritual growth is my first priority. Working the Steps is what keeps me on track. Because our program is a spiritual one, there is no limit to the progress we can make. Each day, each year brings new discoveries. It is my hope that each of you who reads this book will find it helpful as you develop and continue your own program of recovery and “become happily and usefully whole.”*


The Twelve Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous*



1. We admitted we were powerless over alcohol—that our lives had become unmanageable.


2. Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.


3. Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood Him.


4. Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.


5. Admitted to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs.


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


7. Humbly asked Him to remove our shortcomings.


8. Made a list of all persons we had harmed, and became willing to make amends to them all.


9. Made direct amends to such people wherever possible, except when to do so would injure them or others.


10. Continued to take personal inventory and when we were wrong promptly admitted it.


11. Sought through prayer and meditation to improve our conscious contact with God as we understood Him, praying only for knowledge of His will for us and the power to carry that out.


12. Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these steps, we tried to carry this message to alcoholics, and to practice these principles in all our affairs.


The Twelve Steps of Overeaters Anonymous*



1. We admitted we were powerless over food—that our lives had become unmanageable.


2. Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.


3. Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood Him.


4. Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.


5. Admitted to God, to ourselves and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs.


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


7. Humbly asked Him to remove our shortcomings.


8. Made a list of all persons we had harmed, and became willing to make amends to them all.


9. Made direct amends to such people wherever possible, except when to do so would injure them or others.


10. Continued to take personal inventory and when we were wrong promptly admitted it.


11. Sought through prayer and meditation to improve our conscious contact with God as we understood Him, praying only for knowledge of His will for us and the power to carry that out.


12. Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these steps, we tried to carry this message to compulsive overeaters and to practice these principles in all our affairs.





*Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions (New York: Alcoholics Anonymous World Services, Inc., 1952). Subsequent references to this book, which will appear parenthetically in the text, will use the short title “Twelve and Twelve” and give page numbers.


*The Twelve Steps of AA are taken from Alcoholics Anonymous, 3d ed., published by AA World Services, Inc., New York, N.Y., 59–60. Reprinted with permission of AA World Services, Inc. (See editor’s note on the copyright page.)


*From Overeaters Anonymous © 1980 by Overeaters Anonymous, Torrance, Calif., p. 4. Adapted from the Twelve Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous in Alcoholics Anonymous 3d ed., published by AA World Services, Inc., New York, N.Y., 59–60. Reprinted with permission of AA World Services, Inc. (See editor’s note on the copyright page.)






Step One





WHEN WILLPOWER IS NOT ENOUGH




We admitted we were powerless over food—that our lives had become unmanageable.







What does it mean to be so powerless over food that you are unable to manage your life? It might mean that you are 150 pounds overweight and in danger of losing your job as well as your health. It might mean that you spend most of your waking hours planning to diet but inevitably you begin to binge again and once more outgrow the clothes in your closet. It might mean that you consume huge quantities of food, then vomit so that you won’t gain weight, and live in constant fear that people will find out how crazy you are. It might mean that you spend so much time eating and thinking about food that the rest of your life is in a shambles. It might mean that you hate not only yourself but almost everyone around you.


If you are controlled by an obsession with food, you probably know it at some level, even though you may not be ready to admit it to yourself or anyone else. “Oh yes, I’ve put on a few pounds, but I can easily lose them if I set my mind to it—just a matter of finding the right diet and sticking to it.”


We all tell this to ourselves when food and eating and weight are a problem, and we proceed to look for the perfect diet. Or we try to rearrange our circumstances so that we will be motivated to eat less. Some of the methods may work for a short time, but for the compulsive overeater none of them works very long.


How far do you have to go to hit bottom? Not far for some. Farther for others. The good news is that when we finally admit that the problem is more than we can manage by ourselves, we have a place to go and a program that will lead us out of the mire of compulsive overeating.


The Twelve Steps of Overeaters Anonymous are the same as the Twelve Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous, substituting the word food for alcohol. OA considers compulsive overeating to be an illness similar to alcoholism or drug addiction, and the Twelve Steps are a proven way to recovery.


Fat is a symptom of our illness. Although it is possible to overeat compulsively and not be fat, many of us come to OA because we don’t like the way we look. We have tried to diet over and over, with little or no success. Our lives have become more and more chaotic and unhappy, and we feel that there must be a way out of the mess.


There is.


But in order to begin to get well, we need to admit that we are sick. It may be that you have been denying your problem with food for years. Do you eat alone, when no one can see how much you consume? Do you hide stashes of goodies where only you can find them? Have you ever finished a complete dinner and then headed for the kitchen or the nearest food store to gulp down the equivalent of several more dinners?


To admit that we are powerless over food is difficult for most of us. What our instincts seem to demand is more power of every kind, not less. And food—the source of physical nourishment—seems such a good and necessary part of our existence. How can something so basic and so indispensable lead us astray?


There is nothing wrong with food, but there is something wrong with us when we cannot stop eating once we get started. The first Step to the recovery OA promises is to recognize that we are indeed incapable of managing our behavior when it comes to food. Further, we admit that the disorder created by our compulsive overeating has spilled over into other areas of our lives, making them generally unmanageable. How can you manage your life if you don’t know when you will be laid low by the next binge?


Gut-Level Acceptance


It is one thing to know intellectually that you have a problem with food. It is quite another to accept at a deep emotional level the fact that you are powerless to control what you eat. For most of us, such gut-level acceptance comes only after repeated failures to prove that we can achieve control over food and be “normal.”


Why can’t we eat like other people? A snack here and there. A half piece of cake. A few potato chips. Moderation. Surely we can achieve it if we try hard enough. So we try again and again. And each time we eventually fell flat on our feces into a binge.


Recovery begins when we admit defeat and declare bankruptcy. Until we do this, we are not ready for the kind of rigorous honesty that the OA program demands. As long as we deny that we have an illness over which we have no control—no more control than we would have over diabetes or measles—we will not be motivated to maintain abstinence from compulsive overeating and work the Steps. Abstinence is not easy and neither are the Twelve Steps. Yet this is what has proved successful in arresting the illness and providing a basis for a new, satisfying, and productive life.


If you have tried enough other ways to stop overeating compulsively, you may be ready to agree with those of us who have found that there is no easier, softer way. On a gut level, this means submitting to a feeling of helplessness. “I quit; I throw in the towel; I give up. I may have thought up until now that I could do almost anything I really put my mind to, but this has me licked. If it’s up to my efforts alone, I can just resign myself to the fact that I will probably weigh 350 pounds and die early.” The ego finally bows to the strength of forces beyond its control.


What About Willpower?


Still not convinced that you are powerless over food? OA recommends that you experiment with a little controlled eating of a favorite food. Can you eat a small portion and stop? Can you have one dish of ice cream, put what remains of the carton back in the freezer, and leave it there? Or do you go back and finish what is left of the ice cream and then move on through the refrigerator, perhaps ending up with cold mashed potatoes?


Ah, but tomorrow will be different, right? Tomorrow you will get back on the diet and stick to it. No ice cream at all, just willpower. Some of us are able to stay on a diet for a period of time, but if we are compulsive overeaters we find that those periods get shorter and shorter as the illness progresses. The diet period dwindles to a week, a day, a morning, and then we may find ourselves bingeing around the clock.


Willpower is fine as far as it goes, but for the compulsive overeater it does not go far enough. The obsession we are trying to control is not rational, so it does not come under the sway of rational resolve. As a matter of fact, it is our “self-will run riot” that pushes us on from bite to bite all the way through a binge; so trying to use self-will to control compulsive overeating is like trying to put out a fire with gasoline. The driving force behind our white-knuckled, clenched-teeth “no” can readily shift over and propel the mania to swallow more and more.


Much as we hate to admit it, an honest review of our behavior as compulsive overeaters shows clearly that in spite of the strongest resolve to stop overeating, we continue. Night after night we go to bed gorged and disgusted; we get up the next morning full of undigested food and fresh determination to maintain control; and before the day is over, we have done it again. No amount of willpower can pull us out of the quicksand.


How About Changing the Circumstances?


“If my mother had not overfed me when I was a baby, I would not be programmed to overeat.” “If I had someone who loved me enough, I wouldn’t need all this extra food.” “If I didn’t have so many problems and weren’t so tense and upset all the time, I could eat less.” “If I move to another city, maybe I can lose weight.” “If I get another job, or a wife, or a divorce, or more money … if … if … if …”


It is tempting to think that we can cure compulsive overeating by changing our environment and altering the circumstances we don’t like. We think we could stop eating too much if we could somehow make ourselves happy. Unhappiness causes us to overeat—so we may believe. Actually, it is the other way around. Overeating makes us unhappy, whatever the external circumstances.


Did you think that you would stop overeating when you graduated from high school and got away from that pressure? When you finally found a good job? When you got married? And were you surprised when the same old pattern repeated itself in the new situation? You may not have been very surprised, but you probably sank deeper into despair.


Blaming our misery on the people and situations around us, we frantically try to manipulate them in order to produce the perfect environment. In the process, we often make things worse. And we are still overeating. Suppose you decide it’s your boring job that makes you think about food all the time. You find a job that appears to be more interesting. But you still cannot concentrate. You are so controlled by the progressive compulsion that your attention wanders from your new duties, and you live in constant fear of being fired. Or maybe you can cope with the demands of the job, but you binge every night when you get home. So you decide it’s your apartment that needs to be changed, or your husband.


Even if it were possible to pinpoint an exact reason for compulsive eating, it might very well be that the circumstance is impossible to change. Then what do you do? Through the OA program, we learn that we often cannot change external conditions, but we can be changed inside.


Powerless over People, Places, and Things


Along with admitting that we are powerless over food, most of us have come to the conclusion that we are powerless over people, places, and things. We have tried to manipulate them to suit our whims but have not succeeded. The effort has made us tense, fearful, frustrated, and often furious. If we admit that we cannot manage even our own lives, then we can stop trying to make everyone and everything else go the way we want. Attempting to do that is like trying to push water uphill. It is a great relief to give up.


When we take Step One, we stop wearing ourselves out with futile efforts. We concede that we are in the grips of forces beyond our control—first of all an obsession with food and secondly the vicissitudes of life. Events will take their course, the people around us will demand their rights to behave as individuals. What others do may not be what we would advise.


Letting go is what frees us in the long run, but it is often a very hard thing to do. Some of us need to be beaten down pretty far before we are willing to relax our useless mental and emotional efforts to control external circumstances. Step One is often not taken until the compulsive overeater has been devastated over and over again, not only by food but by life itself.


Powerless Every Day


Most of us find that we do not take Step One once and for all. It is something we do repeatedly, often daily. Since denial and self-deception are a part of the illness, we can easily forget that we are compulsive overeaters. This is extremely dangerous.


We don’t like the idea of being different from other people. Why shouldn’t we be able to eat everything? Well-meaning family and friends can contribute to the self-deception. “It won’t hurt you to have one little piece of birthday cake.” “You’re not overweight; how can you be a compulsive overeater?” “You’ve been doing so well, you deserve a reward.” “Life is too short to deny yourself pleasure.”


Life will be even shorter if we kill ourselves with food, and there is little pleasure in the aftereffects of a binge. A compulsive overeater is different: he or she is always one bite away from a binge. This is what we need to remember every day.


How we got this way is irrelevant. We are not “bad” people. We are addicted to overeating, especially certain foods, as an alcoholic is addicted to alcohol. We cannot eat spontaneously, on impulse, because once we get started we don’t know when we will be able to stop. There is no need to judge ourselves or feel guilty—this is a disease, just as alcoholism and diabetes are diseases.


Similarly, there is no cure for compulsive overeating. It is our experience at OA that no real compulsive overeater ever becomes a normal eater. Those of us who have tried going back to “normal eating” have sooner or later found out through harsh experience that we are still one bite away from a binge. Without the control that comes through the OA program, we are lost.


Paradoxically, the control we gain through the program is given to us when we stop trying to manage the food obsession and our lives, and let go of both. Through our weakness comes strength. It is our experience that as long as we think we can do it ourselves by willpower, we continue to fail. Every day.


How many days have you gotten up in the morning full of determination to make this a perfect diet day? How many times have you succeeded? If you are like most of us, without outside help the successful diet days become fewer and fewer and the binges get worse.


So why do we fight taking the first Step of admitting that the situation is beyond our control? Most of us are brought up to think that we should be able to handle our problems and manage our lives independently. Not to be able to do this is to be weak. To say we are powerless over anything goes against all of our conditioning. Besides, giving up control requires giving up the idea of doing things our way. “My way” as a compulsive overeater usually means discovering some secret formula that will enable me to eat what I want, as much as I want, and still lose weight.
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