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INTRODUCTION

The rooms of recovery are filled with a wealth of collective spiritual and practical wisdom that is revealed in the hundreds of quotes and sayings heard daily in meetings around the world. Inspiring and insightful, these quotes help deepen the experience of recovery, enrich the spiritual journey, and provide a road map for living life one day at a time. The quotes in this volume have been collected from various Twelve Step meetings and programs and are a vital part of the spiritual tool kit each member of the fellowship carries.

The reflections in this volume are written in the familiar format of “What it was like, what happened, and what it’s like now.” Each daily reflection reveals the experience, strength, and hope members get from working the Twelve Steps and offers insight into what the program is, and how—by working it—the miracle of recovery and spiritual transformation takes place. Familiar topics such as sponsorship, commitments, going to meetings, and, of course, the challenges and gifts of working the Twelve Steps are all here. The quotes and meditations also reflect the experience of both newcomers and old-timers alike, and members will invariably find parts of their own journey within these pages.

As with all Twelve Step programs, and with all the sharing that takes place within the meetings, the reflections collected here are solely based on the experiences of individual members taking the Steps and working the program. These reflections are not intended to speak for the program itself but rather are presented as personal interpretations and offered in the spirit of giving back.

We hope you find the courage, strength, and direction you need, just when you need it, in The Wisdom of the Rooms. And if you do, then please pass on to others the encouragement and insights you find here. Remember, we don’t do this alone.


JANUARY 1
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“Humility is not thinking less about yourself, but 
rather thinking about yourself less.”

I used to look down on people who were humble. They won’t ever get anywhere, I used to think. It’s a dog-eat-dog world, and if I wanted to succeed I had to be aggressive and take the things I wanted. When I combined alcohol with this attitude, my ego exploded, and my thirst for both success and drink was insatiable. Soon I was a pariah, shunned even by some of my closest friends.

In the program, while I was recovering from my disease, I heard a lot about humility. Rather than be open to the concept, my ego rebelled at the thought of it. I can still remember arguing about it with my sponsor. “If I’m humble, I’ll be a nothing. People will take advantage of me, and I’ll never get ahead,” I whined. And that’s when he defined it, according to the program. He told me, “Humility isn’t thinking less about yourself, but rather it’s thinking about yourself less.” That was an aha moment for me.

The truth beneath this explanation has deepened for me over the years. What I have discovered is that I am much happier, have more freedom, and am more peaceful when I am thinking less about myself. In fact, the more focused on others I become, the more serenity I have. Today, whenever I find that I am anxious or upset, chances are I’m thinking too much about myself. The solution is simple: I seek humility by looking for ways to be of service. When I do, serenity returns to my life.

JANUARY 2
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“If I’m feeling hysterical, it must be historical.”

Before recovery, I often wondered why little things caused such big reactions in me. I was often filled with rage when somebody drove too slowly, or I hurt for days over someone’s negative comments about me. Other things that didn’t go my way often caused oversized reactions, leaving me confused and resentful. I suffered many painful emotional hangovers from these events, and this only fueled my drinking—which led to a different kind of hangover.

By doing my Step work, I began to untangle the strings of my emotional past. Through journaling and inventories, I learned to look beyond these events to the real causes of my feelings. What I uncovered were the old wounds and hurts from long ago, the historical causes and conditions of my hysterical reactions. Once I recognized that events were merely buttons triggering old feelings, my real emotional recovery began.

Today, I recognize uncomfortable feelings for what they are: guides into emotional areas that still need healing. I use questions to help me deal with these old wounds. “What is really behind this reaction?” “What can I do, right now, to soothe myself?” “Where is the path to recovery here?” These kinds of questions are the tools I use to help me heal, and so avoid the bigger-than-life reactions that used to make my life unmanageable. Today, I uncover, discover, and discard those old hurts.

JANUARY 3
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“Did God introduce me to the program, or 
did the program introduce me to God?”

In the beginning of my sobriety, I spent a lot of time resenting that I had to go to all those meetings and do all that work. “Why do I have to go to ninety meetings in ninety days?” “Why do I have to write another inventory?” “Why do I have to make a Fourth Step list of resentments, and why, especially, do I have to look at my part?” “Why can’t I just lead a normal life?” I cried. It took quite a while before the answer became clear.

What I finally realized was that all this work was part of the spiritual path I was on that led to a relationship with God, as I came to understand Him. All the work I had to go through was necessary because it enabled me to let go of my old self, and so become open to the healing and loving presence of a Higher Power. The freedom, the serenity, and the ability to live life on life’s terms are the gifts of the indescribable miracle I found through recovery.

Today, whenever I find it inconvenient to keep going to meetings, or if I become resentful that I’m still an alcoholic, I ask myself, If the program was the only way I would have found God, would I have chosen to be an alcoholic? My answer is a resounding yes! Today, I’m one of those people who identify in meetings as a grateful alcoholic. It no longer matters whether God introduced me to the program or if the program introduced me to God. All that is important is that I found Him.

JANUARY 4
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“If nothing changes, nothing changes.”

In early recovery I heard someone say that, “If you get a horse thief sober, all you have is a sober horse thief.” I learned that the Twelve Step program is a program of recovery because it is a program of change. Just getting sober isn’t enough. I have known many people who came into the program and stopped drinking but either delayed or didn’t work the Steps. They soon found that they still had all the old problems, feelings, and circumstances they had while drinking. Besides not drinking, not much else had changed.

“The same man will drink again.” This was another saying I heard when I was new, and it reveals yet another danger of not working the Steps and of not changing. Driven and haunted by the pain of the old self, it is a short distance to the temporary relief and old solution of drinking. Once again, if nothing changes (besides not picking up a drink), nothing changes, and the same man will soon drink again.

“The only thing we have to change is everything.” The miracle of the program comes as we work the Steps, abandon our old ideas, and discard our old self. The Big Book tells us that we become reborn as a result of working the Steps, and it is this new self that is capable of living a new life that is happy, joyous, and free. The good news is that this total change is much easier than it sounds, and it is a natural result of working the program. And ultimately, everything changes as we change.

JANUARY 5
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“Let us love you until you learn to love yourself.”

This is one of my favorite quotes, and it meant so much to me in early recovery. When I got to the program, the voices in my head were so filled with hatred and self-loathing that it was no wonder I was destroying my life. I remember sitting in meetings feeling down on myself, and then I’d hear this saying and a dim light of hope would shine in me and I’d think, If these people are willing to love and accept me, then maybe I’m not the lost cause I think I am.

I heard a speaker once talk about coming into the program with negative and destructive self-esteem. I could sure identify. He then said that after years of working the Steps, and after thousands of meetings, he’d been able to claw his way up to low self-esteem! We all laughed at this, but it taught me an important lesson: Developing healthy self-esteem is a process that takes a lot of work and time.

Thank God I don’t have to do this work alone. People in the rooms are glad to help me and love me while I work, grow, and learn to love myself. It’s not always easy, and I’m often my own worst critic, but by letting others in, listening to their perception of me, and by accepting their love, I’ve indeed learned to have love for myself. And what a precious miracle that is for me today.

JANUARY 6
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“My mind is like a bad neighborhood—
I don’t go in it alone.”

One of the dangers of being alone for me is that I start thinking. Now, for a normal person, that may be okay, but for an alcoholic like me, that almost always means trouble. Colored by the disease of alcoholism, my mind seeks problems and reasons why nothing will work out. Even my so-called good ideas soon get me into trouble.

If I dwell in the bad neighborhood of my mind, I can also get depressed. I once heard that alcoholism wants me dead but will settle for drunk. If I get lost down its streets, soon I’m cut off from life and from the light of my Higher Power, and I start believing alcoholism’s dark thoughts. Depressed and alone, my disease has seemingly won—until I reach out.

Today, I’ve learned to share my thoughts with others and to let them into my thought process. I’m no longer comfortable going into the neighborhood of my mind alone and find, over and over, that things always work out best when I have company. Today, when I’m feeling anxious or depressed, I ask myself if I’m in the dark neighborhood of my mind alone. And if so, I call you.

JANUARY 7
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“If you stay in the middle of this program, 
it’s hard to fall off the edge.”

I don’t know about you, but I see them. People who come to meetings late, sit near the door, smoke outside during the meeting, jet out the door right after the meeting. These people scare me because they seem to be half in the program and half out. One foot out the door, as they say. When I was brand-new to the program, I was like that, and it is a scary and dangerous place to be.

When people who have gone out come back in (those who make it back in, that is), I listen very carefully to the familiar story they share. It goes something like this: “I drifted away. First, I stopped calling my sponsor, then I stopped taking commitments, then I went to fewer and fewer meetings. Before I knew it, I had a cold beer or glass of wine in my hand.” And their stories all descend to the same desperate place from there.

I was taught early on in my recovery that I needed to stay in the middle of the pack. The lion called alcoholism picks off the outside stragglers, but I’m safe if I stay in the middle. Today, I still arrive early to meetings and speak to newcomers. I sit at the very front of meetings, so I’m not distracted, and I take commitments, so I’m forced to show up even when I think I don’t need to. Because of this I feel comfortable in my recovery, and I feel much safer than I would if I lived on the edge.

JANUARY 8
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“If you still have some plans left, they suck, 
and you’ll use them.”

I hear some people share regularly at my Tuesday night meeting, and they always wish the newcomers one thing—desperation. At first this seemed harsh to me, but I realized that if I hadn’t hit complete bottom, I, too, would have used the plans I had left. And when I think back to my old plans, none of them involved sobriety.

When I was new, my sponsor asked me what my back-pocket plans were, and I told him: “If this doesn’t work for me in ninety days, I’m selling my house, cashing in my retirement savings, and moving to England. Once there, I’m going to buy, operate, and live above a pub.” At the time, that was my best thinking, and I was dead serious. He looked at me, smiled, and just said, “Keep coming back.” And I did.

Today, I’m thankful that was the only alternative plan I had left. I know it would probably have killed me, but I had reached such a bottom it didn’t really matter anymore. If you’re new, I hope you’re out of any viable plans, desperate, and ready to give the program everything you’ve got. I guarantee you, it’s the best plan you’ll ever have.

JANUARY 9
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“Listen for the similarities, 
not the differences.”

Before my first-ever meeting of Alcoholics Anonymous, I was scared and didn’t know what to expect. My friend made this suggestion to me, and it allowed me to pay closer attention; it also helped me to identify and see how I might fit in. I kept listening for the similarities during other meetings I attended, and each time I did I recognized pieces of myself, and I heard my story come out of the mouths of others. Soon I knew I belonged.

In addition to identifying with others in this way, I also saw the similarities in the different stages of recovery that people went through. Each time members shared their experience of using the Twelve Steps to meet life on life’s terms, I saw how my own journey of recovery would soon mirror theirs, and this gave me the strength to begin dealing with some difficult situations in my own life. Seeing others recover through the program also filled me with the hope that I would recover also.

Like many of the lessons I’ve learned in the program, I now apply this one in all areas of my life. Listening for the similarities in other people’s experience—at work, at home, and in relationships—has increased my empathy for others, as well as myself. Doing this has helped me feel not only a part of the program, but a part of life again as well. Today, I’m quick to see how my experience and life journey are similar to others, which helps keep me connected, humble, and happy.

JANUARY 10
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“If you can’t learn to laugh at yourself, 
we’ll do it for you.”

How serious everything seemed when I entered recovery. Overwhelmed by the problems I’d created—a home life that was in shambles, being unemployed and unemployable—I didn’t find very many things amusing. But the people in the rooms sure did. I often sat in amazement as one after another would share horrible experiences of things they’d done, or that had happened to them, while the room roared with laughter! What is wrong with these people? I thought.

The way that people were able to laugh and make fun of themselves made me uncomfortable to say the least. Still filled with the secret shame of my own experiences and thoughts, I was much too self-conscious to share or reveal myself. I was sure that if you knew what I had done, then you’d banish me from the rooms, and I’d have nowhere to go. Once again, just like when I was out there drinking, I felt trapped and alone.

Thank God I jumped into the middle of this program and got active. As I worked through the Steps with my sponsor, and my life started to improve, I soon found myself identifying and laughing right along with everyone else. In fact, after a while I had enough distance and perspective on my life that I could even begin to see the humor in some of the humiliating situations my own warped way of thinking had gotten me into. I found I had developed compassion and empathy for myself, and this allowed me to laugh again—and what a gift that’s been.

JANUARY 11
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“People who try to figure it out, 
go back out.”

I like to think of myself as a pretty smart guy. When I was new to the program, I kept trying to figure out how the program worked and why my sponsor wanted me to do certain things. For example, when he told me to put the chairs away after a meeting or pick up cigarette butts, I was offended. I’d ask, “What’s that got to do with me getting sober?” His response was, “Are you willing to do what we do around here to stay sober?” I was, and so I took his suggestions.

There are a lot of other pretty smart people who come into the program, and when given the same direction they balk and need to first figure out how it all works. They constantly ask questions, and when I give them the simple answers as to why it has worked for me and countless others, they just keep asking. Their resistance to follow direction, and unwillingness to do the work, hides an ego that hasn’t surrendered yet. Unfortunately, this insistence on figuring it out often leads them to go back out.

Fortunately for me, I had hit a bottom that made me desperate and so allowed me to be completely willing and open to suggestions. I surrendered to the group of drunks (G.O.D.) because they could do something I couldn’t—stay sober and improve their lives. As my sponsor once told me, “Your best thinking got you into the rooms, so stop trying to figure it out and just follow direction.” I did, and my life got better. And thankfully, over twelve years later, I haven’t found it necessary to go back out.

JANUARY 12

[image: image]

“Look for a way in, not for a way out.”

When I was new to recovery, I constantly looked for a way out. I listened for the parts of others’ stories that didn’t match up with mine, and I knew they needed the program but I didn’t. When my sponsor suggested I go to a meeting each day, I knew my schedule and other commitments would never allow me to do that. When I saw the word “God,” I was finally convinced none of this was right for me.

The next time I saw my sponsor, I told him that the program worked for some people, but that it just wasn’t going to work for me. He asked me how many days I had, and I replied, “Almost thirty.” He then asked me how long it had been since I was able to stay sober for thirty days on my own, and I admitted I couldn’t remember. He then suggested that something was working for me and said I might want to focus on looking for a way in, rather than a way out.

When I asked him how to do this, he suggested I might want to choose a home group and get a commitment there. He recommended I develop a regular meeting schedule and told me to share often so that people would get to know me. He told me I should go out for fellowship and that I should call other newcomers and ask them how they were doing. And it all worked! After many years in recovery, I’m so grateful my sponsor showed me a way in, so that I didn’t have to find a way out.

JANUARY 13
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“When I’m alone and by myself, 
I’m outnumbered.”

I remember the first time I heard about the committee. Someone shared that when she went to sleep, the committee in her head got together and started going over all the things that were wrong and why her life was never going to work out. They gathered evidence, put a solid case together, and then reached their decision. When she woke up in the morning, they handed her their verdict: guilty and sentenced to a miserable life!

I could certainly relate. I have my own committee of voices that constantly tell me things aren’t going to work out, that my past mistakes are insurmountable, and that no matter how hard I try, I will never be happy. When I’m alone, the committee is especially active, and after a few days of listening to their decrees, I’m overwhelmed and defeated.

In recovery, I’ve learned that being alone and listening to my own thinking almost always leads to trouble. I was taught early on that my thinking is distorted by the disease of alcoholism. My best hope for right action and happiness is to run my thoughts by my sponsor and others in the program. Once I let others in, the committee disappears, and I am restored to sanity. Today, I recognize the danger of being alone and outnumbered.

JANUARY 14
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“We’re not bad people getting good; 
we’re sick people getting better.”

I was attending a meeting the other night, and a newcomer raised his hand and asked what he could do to relieve the shame he felt. He shared that he hadn’t been sober very long, and that the list of wreckage he had created was overwhelming. He was just becoming conscious of the damage he caused, and the feelings of remorse he felt were intense. He couldn’t believe the things he had done, and his family wasn’t letting him forget it either. “How could I have been so bad?” he asked.

And that is when a member shared this quote. This person reminded the newcomer, and everyone at the meeting, that alcoholism is a disease, not a moral failing. She said that when we are drinking and using, the things we do almost always lead to sorrow and remorse. And it is because we are sick, not because we are bad people. Once we treat the disease, the behavior almost always gets better, and so do we. The member ended by advising the newcomer not to focus on his old behavior, but rather to focus on the process of recovery.

This advice is right on, though it took me many years to see the wisdom in it. I was so used to identifying with my behavior that I rarely looked at the underlying motivation—a sickness called alcoholism. But once I committed to and focused on my recovery, I started to get better, my behavior changed, and my wreckage cleared up as well. I “grew a consciousness,” so to speak, and these days I act differently. Today, I know that we’re not bad people getting good. We’re sick people getting better.

JANUARY 15
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“Those who laugh—last.”

I remember hearing the phrase “We are not a glum lot” when I was new in recovery. But I didn’t believe it. I mean, here I was sentenced to attend meetings, prohibited from partying, and forced to develop a faith in God. Things looked pretty glum to me. If it wasn’t for the laughter I heard in the rooms, I may not have stuck around.

At first, I couldn’t understand what they found so funny. People would share embarrassing, demoralizing, and even tragic experiences, and the room would burst into laughter. Some of the things they shared I wouldn’t even admit to myself. “I don’t get it,” I finally said to my sponsor. “Those who can laugh at themselves tend to last,” he told me. It took a while, but I sure did find that to be true.

One of the most valuable lessons I’ve learned in recovery is not to take myself so seriously. Once I cleared away the wreckage of my past, I was free. Today, I allow myself to make mistakes, and if I step on someone’s toes, I’m quick to make amends. Because of this, my life is lighter today, and I find it easy to laugh at myself. This not only makes the journey more enjoyable, but it’s what’s made it last so long, too.

JANUARY 16
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“If you don’t have hope, then 
death is just a formality.”

Before recovery, my life was spiraling out of control, and each area just got worse and worse. I didn’t have a job, and I didn’t want one; I had no intimate relationships, and even my casual friends had stopped calling. Worse perhaps was that I had lost hope of my future ever getting better. In some of the darker hours, death didn’t seem so bad. . . .

For a while, the only glimmer of hope I had came from the first few drinks I took. This instant euphoria didn’t last, however, and soon I was once again mired in the pitiful and incomprehensible demoralization of my alcoholic bottom. Standing at a jumping-off place, I could either continue to spiral down, or I could reach out for help. It was only when I finally surrendered that some hope began to return.

I first saw this hope on the faces of people in meetings, and I heard it in their stories. One by one, I heard stories of fearful bottoms and of lives now reborn. It was exhilarating to witness the miracles taking place in their lives. Soon I believed there might be a miracle waiting for me, too. As I stuck around and worked the program, I found that I had begun to live again. Considering where I had come from, that was the miracle I had been waiting for.

JANUARY 17
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“Putting down the drink was the easy part. 
Change is the hard part.”

I used to say that stopping drinking was easy; I did it hundreds of times. After a particularly bad drunk, I would wake up with that sick hangover and with demoralizing memories of what I had done. Then and there I swore off alcohol. Sometimes I lasted a week or longer, but ultimately, I would end up with a drink in my hand. Stopping drinking was easy, staying stopped? Well . . .

When I got sober in the rooms, I told my sponsor that I already knew how to not drink, what I didn’t know was how to live without always wanting to. He told me the key was changing who I was inside, so that the new man I became didn’t want a drink any longer. Why don’t I just change my eye color, I thought. How in the world am I going to accomplish that? He said we would do it one day at a time through working the Twelve Steps of recovery.

I must admit I felt skeptical, scared, resentful, and a thousand other emotions, but each day I took his suggestions and worked the Steps. I couldn’t see the progress I was making sometimes, but slowly I did begin to change. I remember being at a restaurant watching other people enjoy cocktails, and I found that for the first time I didn’t want one. The obsession to drink had been lifted! Now, that was a miracle. Many more followed, and over time many more things changed in me. Today, I am the new man my sponsor told me about, and I like who I’ve become.

JANUARY 18
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“If you think you want a drink, 
just roll the tape to the end.”

Alcoholism is cunning, baffling, and powerful. It is the only disease that constantly tells me I don’t have a disease. That’s why sometimes, and without warning, I’ll find myself nursing the idea that a drink might be a good idea—a nice cold beer at a barbeque, a glass of red wine at dinner, a colorful cocktail at a chic bar. If I just think about the drink, I could be thinking myself into big trouble. . . .

At the meetings I attend there are recovery slogans on the wall. “One day at a time,” “Live and let live,” and such. There is also a slogan that is hung upside down. It is “Think, Think, Think.” When I asked my sponsor why it was upside down, he said it was to remind me that the problems of the alcoholic are centered in the mind. He said there would be times when I would have no mental defense against taking that first drink. He said that maintaining my spiritual condition, staying close to the program, and reaching out to others in the fellowship would be key in situations like this.

Other times, however, when I am able to think past the drink, I try to roll the tape to the consequences of where that first drink will lead me. Once I reach the inevitable end, I recoil as if from a hot flame. The illusion of fun and easy times is replaced by the hopelessness and incomprehensible demoralization I’ve experienced before, and that I know will come again from picking up that drink. Today, I try to think my way to the inevitable, miserable end and so save myself and others from the hurt and suffering that alcohol has always caused me.

JANUARY 19
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“Stick with the winners.”

In high school I was pretty much a loner until I discovered alcohol and drugs. The moment I did, I started ditching classes to get high with the stoners, and hanging out at night drinking and going to parties. I soon became the lower companion that parents told their kids to stay clear of. While other students were concerned about their GPAs and picking colleges, I was considered one of the losers who would be working a minimum-wage job after school—which is exactly what happened.

When I entered recovery and started going to meetings, I saw many different kinds of people in the rooms. There were the ones who participated by greeting or setting up the meetings, while there were those at the edge of the street smoking. There were those who sat near the front of the room and paid attention, and then there were those who sat in the back and talked or checked their phones. Some stayed and thanked the speaker, while others left early and were never seen at fellowship.

My sponsor taught me to “stick with the winners.” He always sat me in the front row and told me to greet any newcomers after the meeting and ask them how they were doing. He taught me to take commitments that got me involved and encouraged me to interact with others. By doing these things, I was able to forge strong connections with other people who were committed to their recovery. As a result, I had a solid base of people and relationships to draw upon when things got tough, which they did. Today, I still continue to stick with the winners, and by doing so, I’ve become a winner myself.

JANUARY 20
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“We either hang together, or we hang alone.”

As my drinking got worse, I became more and more of a loner. After a close call of getting pulled over while I had been drinking (I somehow managed not to get arrested), I decided to stop going out to clubs. It was just easier to stay home and drink and listen to music. I also stopped receiving invitations to parties. At first, I didn’t notice, then I didn’t care. It had been a long time since I had been in a relationship, and since my family couldn’t keep up with the way I liked to drink, I stopped hanging out with them, too. At the end, it was just me, my booze, and my resentments.

When my best friend finally took me to a meeting, I hated it. People seemed so fake and much too happy. What was there to be happy about? I thought. You’re at an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting! And then some people came up to me and gave me their phone numbers and told me to call them. That won’t be happening, I thought. Finally, after the meeting was over, my friend told me we were going out to “fellowship” at a restaurant. That was the last straw! I told him, “Some other time,” and made my escape.

I stayed “out” another year, and when I finally crawled into the rooms, I was ready. Early on, I saw someone celebrate a six-year anniversary, and he said something I will never forget. He said, “Find someone you can tell the truth to; we don’t do this alone.” Thank God I took his advice. The moment I began to let the program in, the fellowship in, and a God of my own understanding into my life, I began to recover. By getting involved, I got out of me and got into “we.”

JANUARY 21
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“If at first you don’t succeed, you’re perfectly normal.”

I used to be deathly afraid to try things because I didn’t know how I would handle it if I failed. For years, I thought about getting a graduate degree, and I thought everything in my life would turn out well if I could just accomplish that. But during those same years I was afraid to start because I worried what would happen if I didn’t get accepted to school, or couldn’t afford it, or wasn’t successful with it. For a long time, it was easier to live with the hope, the dream, and even the fear than it was to try.

I also knew I needed recovery, but what if it didn’t work for me? For months I kept going in and out, staying sober for a couple of weeks and then drinking again. I felt like such a loser sometimes, but the message I always heard was, “Keep coming back.” What I learned during this time was that even though I wasn’t doing it perfectly, at least I was doing it. And once I stayed sober for good, I learned that this stage was just part of my journey and ultimately part of my success story.

The line in the Big Book that really helped me is, “It’s progress not perfection.” My sponsor told me the only thing we do perfectly in the program is not drink one day at a time. All else, he said, is part of our journey of recovery. As I put time together in the program, I found that I still made a lot of mistakes, but as long as I kept coming back and didn’t drink, then I was already a success. I learned that it is perfectly normal not to succeed at first, and that the only thing that really counts is to keep showing up and keep trying.

JANUARY 22
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“If everything else fails, try not drinking.”

I tried countless things to make my life better before recovery. There was the gym phase. My buddy and I joined a gym and vowed to get healthy. I even started jogging. Then there was the healthy diet phase. I stopped eating junk food and instead drank protein shakes with raw eggs. Then there was the meditation phase. I started attending ashrams and bought some tapes on meditation. I even got a special meditation timer. Nothing worked, though. After each phase, my drinking and my life got worse.

Next I turned my attention to controlling and enjoying my drinking. My brother told me his brilliant idea of drinking a glass of water between drinks. I tried it. I peed a lot. Then I tried drinking only premium tequilas. I even bought a book on how to cook with tequila. Drinking and cooking with tequila got me pretty drunk. Finally I tried the Dr. Bob beer experiment. Surely beer was safe. Off to Costco I went to buy cases of beers from around the world. I drank a lot of beer, and peed even more, and stayed drunk. My life didn’t improve.

When I entered recovery, you made a novel suggestion: Don’t drink! Wow, that was new. Surely, that couldn’t be the total problem, I thought. Turns out, it was. After many inventories, I finally made the connection that I have the disease of alcoholism, and when I drink, bad things happen. Further, I discovered that if I am trying to control my drinking, I’m not enjoying it. Today, my solution is simple because everything else has failed. Now I just don’t drink, and my life gets better.

JANUARY 23
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“The First Step is the only Step a person 
can work perfectly.”

I have been a perfectionist most of my life. When I’d start something, I would do it slowly, carefully. If it started going wrong, or not to my perfectionist standards, I’d quit. Because of this, I just thought I was a quitter, a failure. When I look back on my life before recovery, I see a string of projects, goals, and opportunities started, but rarely finished. Driven by an obsessive need to be perfect, I had a low opinion of my accomplishments and entered recovery with low expectations for success there as well.

When I read through the Twelve Steps for the first time, my perfectionism kicked in. Reading Steps Two and Three, I already felt defeated because I had very mixed feelings about God. Reading Step Nine made me want to give up, as there was no way I could make complete amends without declaring bankruptcy and going to prison. I was ready to go back out until my sponsor reassured me that nobody works the program perfectly. He said the only thing we do perfectly is stay sober one day at a time. I told him that was something I could try to do.

Over the years, I’ve come to see how important following Step One is. While I may not do the rest of the Steps perfectly, as long as I’m sober, I have a chance to do them better tomorrow. Giving up the obsessive need to work my program perfectly has allowed me to persevere and do it to the best of my ability. And doing so allows me to continue growing in sobriety. My recovery continues to be a work in progress, and it starts by being perfect where I can—with Step One.

JANUARY 24
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“Live life today as though you 
knew you were dying.”

We’ve all heard sayings like this before, and for many years my reaction was, “Yeah, but it’s not my last day and the rent is due at the end of the month, and my relationship isn’t getting better, and blah, blah, blah.” As the many worries of the future consumed me, the precious days and years passed by without me, and now, at thirteen years of sobriety, I wonder where the time went.

I remember when I got thirty days, an old-timer with twenty-four years shook my hand and congratulated me. I said, “Gee, I wish I had twenty-four years,” and I’ll never forget what he said. “I’ll trade you my twenty-four years, right now, for your thirty days.” It took me many years to see the wisdom in this: it’s about the journey, not the destination.

These days, I’m very aware of the gift of another day alive and sober. I’ve seen a lot of people go out or even die, and today I live from a place of supreme gratitude. Life is precious, beautiful, and filled with opportunities to help people and make a real difference. I appreciate my life today, and I’m grateful that I’m present enough to enjoy it. Today, I live life as though I were dying, and I’m fully alive because of it.

JANUARY 25
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“We must learn from the mistakes of others 
because we won’t live long enough 
to make them all ourselves.”

I used to be very judgmental. I especially liked pointing out other people’s mistakes and making fun of how stupid they could be. When I made a mistake, I was quick to blame circumstances or others, and rarely did I take responsibility or admit that perhaps I was to blame. After years of avoiding or evading the consequences of my mistakes, they finally caught up with me and I had to surrender.

When I entered recovery, I was still in denial about my behavior, and each time I heard someone share I would think, I wasn’t that bad, and, They sure need to be here. My sponsor reminded me to listen for the similarities, not the differences, and soon I began to identify not with their actions but with their feelings. Once I identified with their feelings, I learned the powerful word “yet.” I hadn’t made those mistakes yet, but if I had continued drinking and using, I probably would have.

Over the years, I’ve learned to listen to and benefit from other people’s experience. Now when I hear of the mistakes others have made, I’m quick to see how I’ve done something similar, or how I could have easily made the same mistake given similar circumstances. Today, I’m grateful for the mistakes I’ve made and for what they have taught me, and I’m even more grateful for the mistakes of others. You see, I understand that we must learn from the mistakes of others because we won’t live long enough to make them all ourselves.

JANUARY 26
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“Find someone you can tell the truth to; 
we don’t do this alone.” 

Over the twelve months when my life crashed around me, I shut myself off more and more from the people I cared about. On those rare occasions when people who knew me asked how I was, I lied and told them I was fine. The truth was that I was isolated, desperate, and utterly without hope. I knew the end was near, and I didn’t care; in fact, when it came I was actually relieved.

When I entered the program, my life became the antithesis of what it had been before. Rather than isolating, I went to meetings. Instead of eating alone, I went out with groups of people afterward. And instead of lying about things being fine, I learned to speak my truth and tell people what was really going on with me.

Today, I know that the only way I can stay comfortable in my own skin is by letting other people into my life and sharing with them what I’m going through. Alone, my head will still lie to me, but when I reach out to others and tell them honestly what I’m thinking, feeling, or doing, that’s when the miracle of recovery takes place. Today, I know about the importance of finding someone you can tell the truth to, because we can’t, and don’t, do this alone.

JANUARY 27
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“If you are sober today, 
you are tied for first place.”

When I was new to the program, I used to compare the amount of sober time I had against others. When I had 60 days, I felt less than those who got chips for 120 days. When I got 120 days, I envied those who made it to a year. When I finally got a whole year of sobriety, I watched the next person on the stage take a cake for three years, and I felt like a newcomer again.

When I confided these feelings to my sponsor, he told me I was comparing my insides with someone else’s outsides again. He told me this was a twenty-four-hour-a-day program, and that if I was sober today, I had just as much time as anyone else. Besides, he said, it’s the quality of your sobriety, not the quantity of days. As I started watching people with several years drink again, I felt the gravity of his words.

Today, I have what some consider to be long-term sobriety. Some newcomers talk to me as if I have it all figured out, and they tell me they wish they had the recovery to stay sober like I do. I quickly tell them that if they have today, they have exactly the same sobriety I do. I remind them, and myself, that I am just as close to a drink as they are, and that my daily solution is the same as theirs. For those who are still comparing, I tell them if you are sober today, you are tied for first place.

JANUARY 28
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“When all else fails . . . 
the directions are in the Big Book.”

One of the first things my sponsor suggested I do was read the first 164 pages of the Big Book. The entire program of recovery was in these pages, he told me. After I did, we started working the Twelve Steps, and we followed the directions as laid out in this basic text of A.A. By adhering to the Steps as explained in the Big Book, and by relying on the suggestions, directions, and experience I found there, my life greatly improved.

After years of recovery, and after working the Steps again with another sponsor, I felt like I was launched into the world with the foundation I needed. I continued going to meetings (and still do), but I wasn’t as focused on my Step work as I had been. Slowly, some of my old ideas crept back in, and in some situations, I unknowingly began handling things in ways that were based on ego rather than on spiritual principles. And each time I did, my life grew a little more unmanageable.

Thank God I still have a sponsor, people in the fellowship, the Big Book, and meetings. What I constantly find is that when things aren’t working out the way I think they should, all I have to do is return to the first 164 pages of the Big Book to find the solution. And as soon as I become willing to follow its direction, the situation, and my life, improve once again. Sometimes I still try to do things my way, but when that fails, I know where to find the directions.

JANUARY 29
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“I can’t handle it, God; 
You take over.”

Before I had a program, a fellowship around me, and a Higher Power, I was in charge of my life. I made all decisions based on self and ego, constantly planning, scheming, and manipulating people and things to get what I wanted. When I added alcohol, my wants became demands, and soon the situations I created spun out of control. When I finally hit bottom, I surrendered and began to learn a better way.

Step One of the program laid the foundation for recovery by helping me admit to my innermost self that I am an alcoholic. Once I accepted this fundamental truth about myself, I clearly saw the consequences of it—that my life had become unmanageable. After taking Step One, I became open to the real solution for my disease and my life: a belief in and surrender to a God of my own understanding. Once I turned my will and my life over to Him, I began to recover.

Throughout my sobriety, my life has continued to improve in direct proportion to how much of it I am willing to turn over. In each area, the more I harbor and hold on to old ideas, just to that extent does my life remain unchanged. Even when things seem to be going well, I can limit the goodness available to me if I insist on coming from ego or self. The sure sign of this is unmanageability, either in my own life or those near to me. The solution is as it has always been: to let go and let God. The gift is, I’m much quicker to let God take over these days.

JANUARY 30

[image: image]

“Welcome to A.A., the place where 
you grow up in public.”

After a few months in the program, I began hearing people share that their emotional development stopped at the age they started drinking. They said they felt as if they had the coping skills, and the emotional responses to situations and people, that they had when they were teenagers—or younger. I was seventeen when I started drinking, and I, too, felt baffled by how to deal with people, places, and things. Many of my reactions were that of a selfish and self-centered teenager.

Later, I heard people say they also felt as if they had missed that day at school when they handed out the instruction manual to life. I really related to that. The good news, my sponsor assured me, was that the Twelve Steps would provide the best instruction ever, and I only had to be rigorously honest and willing throughout the process. As I uncovered, discovered, and discarded my old self, and built a relationship with my Higher Power, I began to grow up. But it wasn’t always pretty.

I made a lot of mistakes as I evolved and changed over the years. It was often embarrassing, and sometimes even a little humiliating, to admit my mistakes and some of my ongoing selfish thoughts and behaviors during meetings with other people. But the acceptance I found, along with the the identification and support I received, made it safe to discover myself and grow into the man I am today. And the laughter! When I learned to laugh at myself, I learned to forgive myself. And that’s what made growing up in public possible, and even enjoyable at times.

JANUARY 31
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“If you are bored in the program, 
then you’re boring.”

I remember when I entered the program; I thought my life was over. No more parties, nightclubs, or wild, fun times. And worse, I was condemned to meetings where there were cliques of people who knew each other; I felt like I was back in high school. Sure, some people reached out to me, but I mostly wanted to isolate and keep to my secrets. And that’s when I told my sponsor how boring the program was.

I’ll never forget how patiently he listened to me. Once I was done, or had started repeating myself for the third time, he asked me some questions. “Are you asking to join people after the meetings for coffee or a meal?” No. “Are you offering to help set up or clean up after?” No. “Are you going to any of the picnics, roundups, dances, and parties that are offered?” No. “Then no wonder you’re bored. You’re boring!”

My sponsor explained that alcoholism is a disease that wants to keep us isolated so that it can kill us. He told me that people in the program insist on having fun, and as a group we’re not a glum lot. Just look at the laughter and friendships you see. But you have to take contrary action and join in if you want to be a part of it. And deep down, I did. So I did get active. And what I found to be true in the program is also true in life: You get out of it what you put in to it. Today, I’m too active to be bored, and because of that, I get to live a life that is happy, joyous, and free.

	
FEBRUARY 1

[image: image]

“You have to feel to heal.”

I learned to hide from my feelings at a young age. Raised in an abusive, alcoholic home, I checked out early in front of the TV set. In my teenage years, I discovered alcohol and used that to keep uncomfortable feelings away. Over the years, I used other things—relationships, food, shopping, and so on—to avoid feeling. Unable to escape them, and without the tools to deal with them, my feelings became overwhelming and threatened to engulf and destroy me.

When I entered recovery and stopped drinking, my feelings descended on me, and I sometimes thought I was losing my mind. I can still hear my sponsor tell me, “Feelings aren’t facts—they are just feelings.” While that may have been true, it was also true that my feelings were still there, and they were really uncomfortable. The solution to dealing with them, I learned, was to ask my Higher Power to help me sit with my feelings, and to listen to what they were trying to tell me. It wasn’t easy at first.

Through inventory, though, and sharing with others, and listening to my Higher Power, I have learned to respect rather than run from my feelings. Today, my feelings are like little guides that lead me into the depths of who I really am, and I am no longer afraid to go there because I know that at my core I am a child of God. Today, I know that the key to healing in a profound and sacred way is to honor my feelings and truly hear what they are trying to teach me.

FEBRUARY 2
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“There are two sure ways to get out of fear: 
Either make a decision or take action.”

I don’t know about you, but before recovery it was easy for me to be paralyzed by fear. Fear of the past, the future, an event, or a situation. Often, I would find myself numb, indecisive, and unable to do anything except obsess over the numerous negative outcomes I feared were awaiting me. Fear dominated my life, and I didn’t know how to escape its dark prison. But that changed when I began to recover.

One of the first things I began building when I started working the Twelve Steps was a spiritual tool kit. The tools in this kit helped me to begin living life on life’s terms and taught me how to handle situations that used to baffle me. And two of the most important tools taught me how to deal with my fears.

The first tool I use to get out of fear is to make a decision. Since most of my fear is in my head and gains power by my obsessive thinking, I find that simply making a firm decision often disconnects the two and so frees me from fear’s grip. Decisions usually point to the second tool of action. Once I put this tool to work, it immediately dissolves the fear and puts me into a solution. As with all my tools, these are simple and effective but not always easy to practice. But like all spiritual tools in my tool kit, they work when I work them.

FEBRUARY 3
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“I’ll never be happy as long as I keep comparing 
my insides with someone else’s outsides.”

It is very easy for me to feel less than. I’m constantly comparing myself to other people and asking why I don’t have a better car, a bigger house, or more money. I’m convinced that most people are happier than I am, know something I don’t, or are having a better life. While I’ve always felt something was wrong with me, it wasn’t until I entered recovery that I found out what it was.

I remember having this discussion with my sponsor who told me that alcoholism is a disease of perception. He said there are three beliefs most alcoholics have that will forever prevent them from being happy. First, he said that we believe that what we don’t have is almost certainly better than what we do have. Second, no matter how much we have of something, we’re sure that having more of it would be better. The third belief is that when we finally get what we want, then we’ll be happy.

Now, I don’t know how he read my mind, but that sure described me! When I asked him what I was supposed to do next, he told me that God could and would restore me to sanity if I was willing to work Step Two. I was. It’s taken some time, but today I have an attitude of gratitude, I’m comfortable in my own skin, and I have a peace and serenity that no car or amount of money could ever give me. And best of all, I’m truly happy because I no longer feel the need to compare my insides with someone else’s outsides.

FEBRUARY 4

[image: image]

“When I get the flu, I forget I was ever healthy.”

I’ve heard that the “ism” in alcoholism can stand for many things, but my favorite is incredibly short memory. In sobriety, this presents a double problem. First, having a disease that is constantly telling me I don’t have it is hard enough, but because of its incredibly short memory, I also forget how bad things were. The trouble, the demoralization, and the hopelessness are all quickly forgotten when my memories are painted with the brush of alcoholism.

Second, my incredibly short memory also quickly forgets the good times I’ve had in sobriety, the possibilities, and the hope I felt even a few hours ago. An event like getting a cold or waking up in a bad mood—or other minor things—can trigger my alcoholism, and the vibrant color of my life quickly drains, leaving me in a black and barren place. With no hope for the future, and no memory of the painful past, alcoholism has me right where it wants me.
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