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To all our sisters and brothers in Twelve Step Programs throughout the world, especially the untold numbers of sex addicts who preceded us — people who lived lonely, driven lives without the saving grace of the Twelve Steps. May these people and the addicts who still suffer be in our thoughts and prayers.
















The Program described in this work is not associated in any way with Alcoholics Anonymous. Alcoholics Anonymous is devoted exclusively to assisting those suffering from the disease of alcoholism.




Notes From the Publisher


Two dozen men and women contributed time, talent, and wisdom to the creation of this book. Some of these men and women were among the first members of specialized Twelve Step groups established to help people deal with obsessive thoughts and compulsive behaviors related to sex. These special groups were formed when people sharing similar problems came together and worked a Program of recovery based on the Twelve Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous. Some of these people first became aware of their sex addiction through participation in other Twelve Step groups (Alcoholics Anonymous, Overeaters Anonymous, Gamblers Anonymous, and Emotions Anonymous.) As they learned more about the addictive process in these other Twelve Step groups, they began to see the addictive nature of their own thoughts and behaviors relative to sex. These people who already were active in the Twelve Step fellowship brought many valuable things with them to this new group: belief in the power and wisdom of the Twelve Steps, support of other Twelve Step groups, guidance from the Twelve Traditions, and a variety of responsible and useful publications. These written materials, particularly Alcoholics Anonymous and Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions, formed the philosophical foundation for the Twelve Step group concept that continues to offer hope and help to sex addicts of all ages and backgrounds.


Excerpts from Alcoholics Anonymous (the Big Book) and Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions are reprinted by permission of Alcoholics Anonymous World Services, Inc. The page references to the Big Book are from the Third Edition, twenty-sixth printing, 1986. The page references to Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions (“Twelve and Twelve”) are from the thirty-second printing, 1986.




Notes From the Authors


The Twelve Steps tell us that we need to carry the message of recovery to other sex addicts. This book is a part of that mission. But regardless of the circumstances that led you to this book, we hope that you will come to see that anyone can achieve the promises of the title in his or her life:




	If you are concerned about your own obsessive thoughts and/or compulsive sexual behaviors, this book may provide some valuable opportunities for you to see whether or not your life is similar to the lives of sex addicts.





	If you are currently (or have been) involved in a relationship with someone who you think might be a sex addict, you may find special help in the personal stories included in this book. One of these personal stories was written by a co-dependent person whose experiences you might recognize.





	If you are a helping professional, this book may provide you and your clients with more information about sex addicts and sex addiction. Having a basic familiarity with Twelve Step language and the personal stories of those who have suffered may help you better understand the pain, loneliness, and isolation that your clients have experienced or continue to struggle with, and the help that is available to everyone.





	If you have come to realize that you do, in fact, have concerns or unresolved issues regarding your sexual thoughts and/or behaviors, we believe that this book can help you learn how and where to start on the road to recovery. This book was written for sex addicts in all stages of recovery.






Through our personal stories and the text itself, we have tried to provide as much genuine reassurance and guidance to readers as possible. We know from our own experiences that, early in the recovery process, most people have many fears and many questions. We hope that this book will give every sex addict who reads it an opportunity to learn from those who have preceded them. Some people may wish to study the text before they attend a Twelve Step meeting. Doing this may help stimulate their thinking and help them maximize the benefits of discussions that take place at meetings. People already attending Twelve Step meetings on a regular basis may find this book helpful as they learn how to use the Twelve Steps and the Twelve Traditions to heal from the pain and scars of obsessive thinking and compulsive sexual behavior. When faced with individual or Twelve Step group problems, people can turn to this book for guidance and read how others have acted in similar situations. Readers who do not have access to Twelve Step groups especially for sex addicts will find information in this book that will help them establish and maintain their own groups. Oldtimers in the Program may find that this book is, among other things, a useful reminder to them of where they came from, what their lives used to be like, and how different their lives are now. Reminders like this can help every one of us remain humble and grateful for all that the Program has allowed us to do and become.






Preface


After years of working with self-help literature created by and for other Twelve Step groups, it became increasingly clear to us that the time was right to develop a text of our own based on personal experiences. Even though the material from other Twelve Step groups was extremely helpful to us, we could see that newcomers to our specialized groups always had some difficulty “translating” this material in order to apply it to their own specific problems with sex addiction. A few years ago, someone asked when we were going to write our own book. The collective answer to that question came in a single word: “Tomorrow.” At the time, we didn’t realize the complexity of the task we were undertaking or the degree of patience we would have to exercise in order to see a book through to publication. More than once during the writing and editing processes, we agreed that if we’d known just how difficult and time-consuming the project would be, we would have been reluctant to begin at all. But it seems that each time our frustration peaked, we received yet another request for help from someone and our commitment was renewed and strengthened once again.


The overwhelming number of requests for guidance that we received from people throughout the country helped us set our primary goal for this book: we decided that it must be comprehensive and practical enough so that it would enable any two people using it to form a working group and effectively adapt the Twelve Steps to the problem of sex addiction. We decided that it would be essential to include personal stories of recovering addicts and we also felt that these stories should illustrate not only the shame and pain of addiction, but also the struggle, hope, and joy of recovery. We trust that these stories will encourage people and show them—with real-life examples—that they are not alone and that recovery, especially the early phase, is hard work for everyone.


When twenty-four people work together on a sensitive and personal project such as this book, conflicts and disagreements are bound to arise. Of course we did have problems from time to time, but we never allowed these problems to undermine our working relationships with each other. When we did have conflicts and disagreements, we worked through them—not for the sake of trying to “win” an argument, but in the spirit of trying to build and reinforce mutual support and understanding. The manuscript for this book was reviewed by long-term members of various Twelve Step groups as well as by people who are not members of any Twelve Step group. Everyone involved in this project feels that in keeping with the Twelve Traditions, it is very important for us to remain anonymous. We also agree that it is important to remain anonymous within the Program regarding our work on this book. We feel that this complete anonymity helps to ensure that we will not be treated differently just because our personal stories are in print. We find that it is both encouraging and humbling to remind ourselves that we were simply in the right place at the right time to write this book… and that if we hadn’t written it, another group of people almost certainly would have. The title of this book came to us one night after a lengthy discussion during which dozens of titles were suggested and subsequently rejected. Remembering an important Program slogan, “Keep It Simple,” also helped us remember that the book deserved a title that made a clear and simple statement: anyone can experience a new life of hope and recovery.







The Twelve Steps*



Step One
We admitted we were powerless over our compulsive sexual behavior—that our lives had become unmanageable.



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


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


Step Four
Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.


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


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


Step Seven
Humbly asked God to remove our shortcomings.


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


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


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


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


Step Twelve
Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these Steps, we tried to carry this message to other sex addicts and to practice these principles in all of our activities.




* The Twelve Steps reprinted for adaptation with permission of AA World Services, Inc. © 1972.







The Twelve Steps
*(Adapted for Sex Addicts)


Step One
We admitted we were powerless over our compulsive sexual behavior—that our lives had become unmanageable.


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


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


Step Four
Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.


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


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


Step Seven
Humbly asked God to remove our shortcomings.


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


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


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


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


Step Twelve
Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these Steps, we tried to carry this message to other sex addicts and to practice these principles in all of our activities.




* The Twelve Steps of A.A. adapted with permission of Alcoholics Anonymous World Services, Inc.







The Twelve Steps As
a Program of Recovery


The Twelve Steps: special words that helped us recover from obsessive thinking and compulsive sexual behavior. Having this limited amount of material to work with was a real advantage for those of us who tended to complicate our lives. The Twelve Steps are very powerful and versatile tools—simple and straightforward enough to help the newcomer, yet substantive enough so that oldtimers in the Program can always gain new insights from them.


When we came to the Program, we were told that people from all backgrounds had used the original Twelve Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous—as well as the adaptations—to deal effectively with their addictions. And through our work in the Program, we discovered that the only thing people need to bring with them to the Program is a desire to change. We also were told that the Twelve Steps describe a fundamental recovery process that had worked effectively for other addicts. Looking back, we all agree that recovery is the most important thing we ever did for ourselves. But we needed to learn that we had to be patient and go slowly with recovery because it involves a very difficult process: changing patterns of thought and behavior that had controlled our lives. And it was important for us to remember that life changes don’t happen quickly or easily. Our addiction kept us too blind to see the path of recovery without guidance from others, so we learned the Twelve Steps and how to work them both from and with other addicts.


The numbering of the Twelve Steps and the logical order in which they are presented helped us greatly, especially when we first began our work in the Program. Being compulsive people, we always wanted to reach our goals and “fix” things immediately—the faster the better. The following true story illustrates how we addicts tend to rush things: Two recovering addicts met with another addict not yet in the Program in order to explain the Program and the Twelve Steps to him. As it turned out, the man these recovering addicts talked to was eager and willing to begin a new way of life by learning the Twelve Steps and getting involved in the Program. After they met, the three people exchanged phone numbers and parted. Then, when one of the men returned home, he found on his recording machine the following message from the addict he had Twelve-Stepped less than an hour before: “I’ve finished Steps One through Four, now what do you want me to do tomorrow?” Indeed, many of us wanted to begin making amends and carrying the message to others before we had taken a really honest look at ourselves and our addiction. But we discovered that we could not make amends until we had completed our personal inventories. We also discovered that it was very difficult to ask God, as we understood God, to remove our shortcomings before we’d even had an opportunity to identify those shortcomings. When we finally understood that recovery is a lifelong, day-at-a-time process, we realized that we had as much time as we needed, and we began working at a pace that was most appropriate and comfortable for us.


Once we had worked through each of the Twelve Steps, we were able to conceptualize and use them together as a kind of “tool kit.” It follows, then, that if we had worked on Steps One through Three only, we would have had only those three tools to choose in working the Program. When we were familiar with all of the Steps, we found that we were better able to choose the Steps that were best suited to the specific problems we were having. Steps One, Two, and Three helped us heal our relationship with the God of our understanding. Once this healing process began, we used Steps Four, Five, Six, and Seven to repair our relationship with ourselves. Steps Eight and Nine helped us to repair relationships with other people and Steps Ten, Eleven, and Twelve served us well as guidelines for our long-term maintenance program. We continue to work the Steps; we never complete them. For this reason, we refer to ourselves as recovering rather than recovered sex addicts.


We find that it is helpful to think of the Twelve Steps in the following way throughout our recovery: instead of finishing the Fifth Step, for example, we try to think in terms of finishing a Fifth Step. In fact, we continue to work the Fifth Step periodically throughout recovery, just as we continue to work many of the Steps. We remind ourselves that we can begin the process of recovery each and every morning of our lives. In the past, most of us found sufficient time to act out in some way every day. We had to learn to find time for recovery each day instead. Our question to ourselves changed and rather than asking “Can I afford to work on recovery today?” we began asking “Can I afford not to work on recovery today?” We also learned to be disciplined, not compulsive, in relation to our work in the Program. We began to see that when we were being compulsive about something, we were rigid and driven, but that when we were acting in a disciplined manner, we were flexible and much more willing to spend some extra time considering the options that were most appropriate for us.


The longer we were in recovery, the easier it became. But it was still important for us to be aware of and to practice the principles of recovery every day because addiction does not permit us the luxury of procrastination. We worked hard to resist any temptation to take half-measures and/or postpone our recovery. In the past, the consequences of our acting-out behaviors had always ensured that we’d never have enough time to focus our resources and energies on recovery. When we grew in recovery, we stopped using our jobs, our families, our health, and all other elements and situations in our lives as excuses for not being able to get on with the work of the Program. The Twelve Steps—as well as the Twelve Traditions—ultimately became a way of life for us. These concepts were not something we thought about only in meetings and applied only to our sexual behaviors; these concepts actually became an integral part of our philosophy of life. Recovery cannot be rushed. It was only with time and practice that we were able to fully integrate the Steps into our lives.




The Twelve Steps of A.A.




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


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


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



	Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.


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


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


	Humbly asked Him to remove our shortcomings.


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


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


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


	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.


	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 A.A. reprinted with permission of Alcoholics Anonymous World Services, Inc.








1
Am I Really Out of Control?


“Sex Addict”—the words conjured up terrible images in our minds and reminded us of other words like “sick,” “pervert,” and “fiend.” Most of us agree that the fear of being labelled sex addicts made us very reluctant to examine our sexual behaviors. But the Twelve Steps address this common fear directly. Note that the First Step begins with the word We; the words reassure us that others know what we have suffered and that the cause of our suffering and desperation can be identified.


When we understood and accepted the words “sex addict,” we also gained new insights about our thoughts and behaviors. We learned that we were not hopelessly demented, wicked, or forever damned; we were addicts. And as sex addicts, we were people who continued to act out sexually, even as our lives continued to be negatively affected by our sexual behaviors. Much to our relief, we learned that addiction is not a symptom of weak will power or a lack of self-discipline. Indeed, many of us evidenced great self-discipline and will power in other areas of our lives. But we came to see that trying to control sex addiction with will power is like trying to think away a broken leg. Try as we might and however good our intentions, will power is just not effective in dealing with the complex problem of sex addiction. Besides, most of us had unsuccessfully tried to use our will power to fight our sex addiction many times.


The use of the pronoun We in the First Step also reinforces the fact that addicts cannot recover alone. Addicts need the help of other addicts in order to stop their acting-out behaviors. We learned through experience that when it came to dealing with our sex addiction we were powerless as individuals, but that as a fellowship we had power. Our addiction had isolated us from other people emotionally, if not physically. But we came to understand that in order to recover, we had to be with other people and share with them.


We also learned not to confuse our admission/acknowledgment that we were powerless with the sense of being fundamentally bad people. Instead, our admission is merely a statement that we understand our problem realistically. We believe that “admitted” is another way of saying that we are aware of or have conceded the truth. Essentially, we had to surrender to something more powerful than ourselves. Continuing on with our fight would have brought certain destruction. For many of us, our choices finally came down to: incarceration, insanity, or untimely death from disease, homicide, or suicide. But the Program taught us that we had another choice as well: surrender and subsequent recovery. We learned that there was absolutely no reason to be ashamed of wanting to change our lives and make them better.


The process involved in gaining new insights about ourselves and our addiction was very painful. For so long, our acting-out behaviors had successfully helped us avoid or numb our feelings. We learned that acting out was, for us, any sexual behavior or obsessive thinking that we engaged in to deny our feelings or distract ourselves from our feelings. Some of us came to see, for example, that even if we cruised for six hours and did not pick up a sex partner, we were still acting out—that our compulsive cruising was an acting-out behavior in and of itself because of the way we used it. When we began the First Step process by carefully looking at our thought and behavior patterns, some of us were able to see for the first time the hurt, loneliness, guilt, and shame that we had so desperately tried to avoid or deny. Many of us attempted to escape these insights by returning to addictive thinking. But we learned that this was only another sign that we needed to have other addicts around us during our First Step work. We needed these people around to help deter us from acting out in reaction to the pain of our insights.


After admitting our powerlessness, some of us then tried to use it as an excuse to continue acting out. (“Well, what else do you expect of me? I can’t help it; remember, I’m an addict and I’m powerless.”) But we learned that powerless does not mean helpless. Once we came to know the Twelve Steps and the fellowship, it seemed we no longer had any excuses left for not attending to our recovery. In working the First Step, we learned some important concepts that became vital to our healing. First of all, we learned that we were not to blame for becoming sex addicts; we did not consciously choose this addiction. We were, however, responsible for our recovery and for repairing the damage we had done to ourselves and to others through our acting-out behaviors. Powerlessness will never be an excuse for continuing acting-out behaviors.


At first, most of us desperately tried to convince ourselves (and others) that we were somehow different from other people and that what appeared to be addiction was not addiction in our situations. Many of us told ourselves that other people had, after all, done many of the same things we had done, yet they weren’t considered sex addicts. Some of us told ourselves that we weren’t addicts because our particular acting-out behaviors began out of curiosity or simply in the spirit of fun and adventure. But the Program helped us see that it really didn’t matter how or why our behaviors started in the first place. The fact is, we had become addicts; exploring the hows and whys of our addiction would not be enough to make us stop. The fact is, our addiction had taken on a powerful, uncontrollable life of its own. Some of us searched our individual stories in desperate but futile attempts to determine when we might have crossed some invisible line and become addicts. But insight could only motivate us to seek change; insight couldn’t make us change. We could not think our way out of our situation; we had to act our way into a new pattern of thinking instead. It was definitely time for action.


At first we found that our minds were working overtime, frantically trying to make sense of the insanity that is addiction. Some of us even imagined that we could eventually regain control of our sexual behavior without any help or support. But as we look back, we realize that many of us knew that our sexual behavior was controlling our lives. Within the Program, we had to progress to a point where we could accept the fact that we could not stop what we were doing on our own. In fact, we came to see that we could stop what we were doing only when we acknowledged and accepted this paradox. As long as we continued to derive satisfaction from the times when it merely looked as if we were in control, we simply weren’t ready to stop our addictive behaviors.


Those of us who spent time and energy pointing out to ourselves and others how our sexual behaviors were not creating problems only succeeded in avoiding the real issues. Isolated incidents of control were not important. We came to see that the most important thing was the overall pattern of our thoughts and behaviors and that, furthermore, certain thoughts and behaviors created problems in our lives. Taking the most objective look we could at things, we saw that if we had been in control, we wouldn’t have had so many problems: for example, we wouldn’t have had to struggle so much and risk jobs, health, friends, family, our very lives, in fact, in order to act out. If our acting-out behaviors were just bad habits, then the tremendous problems they created in our lives would have been enough to make us change or stop. But the fact that we continued on with our behaviors despite the problems they created in our lives told us that we were addicts. We looked carefully at what we had done and also at the effects these things had on our lives and how we felt about everything. In many cases, our primary problem was not our acting-out behaviors themselves, but how they ultimately affected our lives.


Most of us found that our major problem was not stopping our behaviors in the first place, but staying stopped. While many of us had relatively long periods of time when we did not act out, we eventually resumed our acting-out behaviors. Countless times we promised ourselves, our loved ones, and our God that we would stop forever and “never do those things again.” We realize now that no addict can make such promises. Our failure to keep our word in these matters did not mean we were lying. We failed in our attempts to maintain our abstinence because of our addiction. And given our powerlessness as addicts, we simply cannot make forever/never promises of this kind. Countless broken promises to ourselves and others and our compulsive need to place our addictive urges before anything else in our lives led us and those around us to the belief that we had no value as people. This belief then added to our feelings of low self-worth and shame, making it all the more likely that we would act out again. But even as we were caught up in this destructive cycle, we could see that something was terribly wrong. We didn’t have a word for what was wrong at the time, or perhaps we tried to blame everything on someone or something else. In our hearts, though, many of us sensed all along that our sexual behavior was related to our feelings that things were wrong. People in our lives may have tried to tell us that they could see our pain, but we were always too frightened, too angry, too numb to really “hear” them.


At first, most of us were actually more fearful of living life without our acting-out behaviors than we were of continuing to live the painful lives of active sex addicts. But when the pain of acting out became so debilitating that recovery seemed easier, we were finally able to admit our powerlessness. For so long, we denied having any problems at all, even when others could see so clearly what was happening to us. We looked back fondly on the “good times” and remembered the “highs” we’d experienced during those times. When our problems were finally too devastating to deny or ignore any longer, we were angered at the thought of giving up what we had perceived, in our insanity, to be the best part of our lives. Our sexual behavior had always been there for us and we truly believed that it would never let us down. We were angry that our behavior had progressed from being simply a way to escape pain to become the primary source of pain in our lives. We were angry and wanted to blame other people in our lives for our problems: (“If he/she wouldn’t dress that way!” “They made me act like that!” “It’s their fault!” “You saw how she came on to me; what else could I do?”) We were able to think of many things to blame our behavior on—everything, that is, but our addiction. We’d cite our spouse’s behavior or our work as reasons for our acting-out behaviors. (Most of us chose to ignore the fact that there were people all around us with challenging relationships and/or similar jobs who did not act out at all).


Many of us were further angered to think that there was a God who would allow us to hurt in the way we hurt as active addicts. Our anger made sense; how and where we directed our anger became the primary problem. Once we learned to redirect our anger toward our addiction—where it belonged—we used the energy that came from it for recovery rather than for useless and nonproductive blaming.


At first we tried to bargain with our sponsors, our families, and ourselves—“Just let me hold on to this part of my past; I’ll only engage in this behavior on special occasions!” But it was not our sponsor’s responsibility—or anyone else’s—to prove to us or convince us that we were sex addicts; that determination was completely up to us. We found that in reality it was our addiction, not other people, we were attempting to bargain with. But we cannot bargain with addiction. As the Big Book reminds us, “Half measures availed us nothing” (p. 59).


When we really saw our powerlessness, many of us initially felt an almost overwhelming sense of hopelessness. Seemingly, there was no way out of this trap we were in. In choosing to recover, we were giving up more than just our acting-out behaviors. Indeed, we found that in order to progress in recovery, we also needed to let go of some of our friends, some of our activities, some of our favorite places to relax and socialize, even some of our humor. It was extremely difficult for most of us to let go of these things, but our sponsors and other group members helped us work through our fears and the adjustments we needed to make. As we talked with others, we could see for ourselves that as recovering sex addicts, our lives could be filled with wonderful things and genuine feelings that we could face and deal with effectively. They told us that we would not always feel so depressed and they reassured us that in recovery we would make gains and grow in ways that we could only imagine when we first came to the Program. We began to trust and accept the support that these recovering addicts offered us.


Of course the problems we faced as sex addicts were not limited to our sexual behaviors. Most of us could see that our overall health—physical, mental, and spiritual—had been adversely affected by our sex addiction. In fact, the second half of the First Step addresses this total, whole-person involvement. We came to see that unmanageability was the price we paid in order to continue acting out. Note that the First Step uses a hyphen rather than the word and between the words powerless/unmanageable. We have come to see that this is because powerlessness and unmanageability do not represent two separate elements, but two interrelated elements of the same relentless progression of addiction. In fact, we see this hyphen functioning much like an equal sign. When we were acting out (our powerlessness)—we suffered the consequences of our acts (our unmanageability.) Likewise, when we allowed our lives to become unmanageable (dysfunctional, unorganized, and out of balance), we began acting out again. This cycle continued on and eventually a pattern was established: in order to bury the pain/shame we were feeling because of our acting-out behaviors, we acted out again. It began to look and feel as if we were trapped. We couldn’t stop acting out. We found that it simply didn’t work to think that if we only straightened out our lives, we could resume our acting-out behaviors and never struggle with problems again. We had to address each and every area of our lives. Just as our addiction affected every area of our lives, so would recovery affect every area of our lives.
 

One of our primary goals in working on the First Step is to gain understanding and acceptance of our addiction. But we discovered that this understanding and acceptance had to be much more than intellectual acceptance, it had to be emotional acceptance as well. We knew that we had achieved this emotional acceptance when we finally admitted that we were addicts and felt free to speak about our addiction to other addicts without feeling ashamed. In order to gain a full emotional understanding of how our addiction had affected us, we wrote histories of our own acting-out behaviors that focused on our feelings and the consequences related to our actions. In the process of recording this history, many memories and feelings were stirred up that we’d hoped never to have to deal with again. At this point, many of us slipped into a euphoric recall and so-called stinkin’ thinkin’ and actually began considering ways we could resume our old acting-out behaviors. We’d say things like “It really wasn’t that bad,” and “Gosh, I miss all the fun I used to have.” After working on our histories, we all agreed to call another recovering addict each day. This commitment to communicate with other addicts served as a kind of insurance that we wouldn’t set ourselves up to act out again. As we talked on the phone with other addicts about how we were thinking and feeling at those times, we began to realize once more that words like “fun” and “excitement” were not accurate descriptions of what we had been through. Kneeling in the stall of a public toilet, having sex with someone we disliked, or waking up next to a total stranger are activities more accurately described with words like “fear,” “loneliness,” “desperation,” and “shame.”


We shared our stories with our sponsors and/or groups; in turn, our sponsors and groups pointed out patterns they could see in our lives and asked us questions about facts they felt we may have glossed over or omitted completely in attempts to avoid embarrassment, shame, or pain. Sharing our personal stories with others was a terribly frightening thing to do at first. Above all, we feared rejection. But we were overwhelmed by the acceptance and affection directed toward us when we shared our most painful secrets. And each time we shared our stories at retreats, meetings, or in the process of making Twelve Step calls, our isolation and shame lessened. We also learned something new each time we told our stories or heard other peoples’ stories. And whenever we were reminded of the pain of that way of life, our desire to recover was renewed.


As we recounted our individual stories, we could see the point at which we hit bottom or even the precise moment when we finally said “This is too much; I can’t go on. I’ll do whatever it takes not to have to live like this anymore.” For each of us, that moment came at different times and stages—being arrested, losing still another relationship, being so lonely while surrounded by others, and wanting to die and finally be free of the whole thing. What was it that happened or didn’t happen that we finally were ready? Each addict must determine for himself or herself when he or she hits bottom. Some of those who never did hit bottom or change in any way subsequently died painful deaths as active addicts. Our sponsors encouraged us to keep the circumstances and feelings involved in hitting bottom forever in our memories. We were advised to do this so that we could use these feelings as a guide. Each time we were faced with the possibility of acting out, we recalled the details of hitting bottom and asked ourselves the following question: “Is what I’m about to do worth the pain of resuming that way of life?” As long as we kept an honest view of the experience of hitting bottom in our minds, the answer to ourselves was always “No!”


As soon as we shared our First Step with our sponsors and other group members, we were tempted to share our stories with our friends and families. We were anxious to do this in order to explain our past behaviors to them. But it was better, we found, to wait and share our stories after we’d had more time in recovery and had worked more of the Steps. Even then, we looked to our group conscience to help us decide which people in our lives needed to know what facts about our addiction and how much they needed to know. Being honest does not mean manipulating or abusing others by revealing information in ways that might harm them. Most of us had poor boundaries and we could have harmed ourselves and others further by indiscriminately sharing the details of our stories with them. As is true with so many of the elements in the process of recovery, we found that “Easy Does It” was a helpful reminder as we worked the First Step.





The Twelve Steps*



Step One
We admitted we were powerless over our compulsive sexual behavior—that our lives had become unmanageable.



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



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


Step Four
Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.


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


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


Step Seven
Humbly asked God to remove our shortcomings.


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


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


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


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


Step Twelve
Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these Steps, we tried to carry this message to other sex addicts and to practice these principles in all of our activities.




* The Twelve Steps reprinted for adaptation with permission of AA World Services, Inc. © 1972.
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There Is Help


The First Step tells us that we can remove our acting-out behavior. The Second Step then tells us that we can replace this acting-out behavior with something else. The first two Steps essentially communicate the following concepts: “We cannot control our addiction” and “We think something else can control our addiction.”


Once we identified our problem and had a name for it as well, we knew that we needed to make some fundamental changes in our lives. Efforts to change were nothing new to most of us because we had already tried to stop or somehow alter our addictive sexual behavior many times. For so long we’d held the belief that sex could fix whatever was wrong in our lives. Once we acknowledged our problem, however, we could see that we had to seek out an entirely different kind of help. At this point, the key question we had to ask ourselves was this: Am I willing to believe that my addiction can be arrested only if I seek help from a power other than my own will and détermination?


We were ready to work the Second Step once we were truly willing to believe. Note that the Second Step does not suggest that we ask for faith or trust. Eventually we came to see that our faith and trust develop naturally as we work the Third Step. In contrast, the Second Step is a kind of mental inventory that helps us decide for ourselves that there is, indeed, something greater than ourselves that we can believe in. The Second Step helped us break through a powerful myth that had intensified our shame and fear, a myth that told us our addiction was so powerful that nothing could be done about it and that we were doomed to struggle with our acting-out behaviors for the rest of our lives.


Once we really understood the Second Step, we found that we could no longer take refuge in our ignorance. When we finally realized that the Second Step tells us that there is a way out of our dilemma if we choose it, trusted old rationalizations no longer held up (“It’s just too much; I’ve tried everything” or “It’s hopeless; I may as well give up and act out all I can!”). And our acting-out behaviors were never quite the same once we learned more about recovery and came to know that we could recover. Our belief in the Second Step led us to believe in the power it describes.


“A power greater than ourselves”—those of us who were atheists or agnostics resented this phrase at first because it sounded to us like a reference to God. We were assured, however, that the group itself could be regarded as this Higher Power. At our first few meetings, we looked around us and saw others who had gone through the same torment as we had, yet who were no longer filled with shame and hopelessness as we were. In fact, these people had a serenity that we could have only wished for. At meetings we listened to dramatic and inspiring stories about addicts who had been free from obsessive thinking and acting-out behaviors for months, even years. And there we were, sitting with these people and desperately hoping for just a few hours of freedom from the torment of our addictive urges. Surely this group of addicts with its collective wisdom, experience, support, objectivity, and success in dealing with a powerful addiction represented a power greater than that of any individual addict; we learned that we could choose to see things in this way if we wanted to. In order to stop rationalizing our acting-out behaviors, we had to stop denying that there was anything more powerful than we were. The Big Book summarizes all of this simply and memorably when it says: “We had to quit playing God” (p. 62).


After a time in recovery, we began to wonder if the phenomenon we had always thought of as luck was really some kind of spiritual force. We often wondered how in the world we had managed to survive everything we’d been through. So many times we had placed ourselves in great danger in the process of acting out, yet somehow we survived.


We have come to see the Second Step as a promise that we can, indeed, recover and return to a natural and healthy state. Essentially the Second Step is a stated promise of future sexual health. At first most of us had some difficulty with the Second Step phrase “restore us to sanity” because of its implication that we had been insane. In time most of us freely admitted that we were sex addicts; admitting to insanity proved to be more difficult for many of us. But as we looked carefully at the First Step, we could see that many of our actions were, in fact, senseless and that insanity was a completely accurate description for them. It is not sane to repeat self-destructive behaviors; it is not sane to make the same mistake several times and expect a different outcome each time; it is not sane to believe that sex can solve our problems.


We came to understand that we had continued to act out sexually in desperate efforts to avoid feelings of loneliness, fear, sadness, shame, guilt, anger, and unhappiness. But as we listened to the stories shared by other addicts, we realized that no matter how much we acted out sexually, those behaviors could not prevent or even lessen these feelings. In the end, we found that to squabble over a word we disliked—such as insanity—was to completely miss the hopefulness that develops through working the Second Step.


“Restore us to sanity” also implies that we had been sane. So many of us had come to believe that we were born defective. The Program assured us that even though we were wounded and scarred, we were not defective people. Our insanity continued on, even as we began to recover. For example, believing that we were different from other addicts, some of us decided that we could probably limit our acting out to weekends only or that we could act out just one time, then stop through the sheer strength of our will power. Some of us decided that we were somehow different from other people and that the Program just wouldn’t work for us. But we learned that these mind games were just further examples of how insidious our addiction was and how it continued to tell us lies, setting us up to act out time and time again.


After we became willing to accept the concept of a Higher Power, we worked to gain more knowledge of that power in order to move on to the Third Step—turning our lives over to our Higher Power. But we realized that we needed to have a practical understanding of our Higher Power in order to make use of that power in the Second Step. As we studied, contemplated, and discussed spirituality with others, we learned to call upon our Higher Power in the Second Step as well as in all subsequent Steps. Ultimately, the Second Step helped us define spirituality for ourselves.


At first many of us found it very difficult to distinguish between spirituality and religion. Some of us continued to act out even as we worked hard to study and practice various religions. And because we had prayed yet still were unable to stop acting out, we just assumed that our prayers had been ignored. Until we realized that religious conviction alone does not guarantee a spiritual awakening, many of us were deeply distrustful of the concept of a Higher Power and of the entire process of turning our lives over. Our shame led us to believe that even though we sought to have a relationship with God, God apparently didn’t want to have anything to do with us. Those of us who had no sense of our own spirituality naturally found it very difficult to either write about our beliefs or discuss them with other addicts. Many of us were, however, perfectly willing to talk about what we did not believe. This starting point was probably as valid as any we could find. We identified the spiritual concepts that were least useful to us, then took that list to recovering addicts and asked them to help us identify the options that remained for us. The guideline most often suggested to us was that our Higher Power ought to be loving, caring, and a power greater than ourselves. We found new hope and freedom when we came to understand that spirituality is defined from within.





The Twelve Steps*



Step One
We admitted we were powerless over our compulsive sexual behavior—that our lives had become unmanageable.


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



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



Step Four
Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.


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


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


Step Seven
Humbly asked God to remove our shortcomings.


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


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


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


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


Step Twelve
Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these Steps, we tried to carry this message to other sex addicts and to practice these principles in all of our activities.




* The Twelve Steps reprinted for adaptation with permission of AA World Services, Inc. © 1972.
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Accepting the Help


The First and Second Steps help us acknowledge our sex addiction as well as the fact that help is available. For many of us, accepting this help was much more difficult than acknowledging our addiction and the help available. For so long, our addictive thinking told us that we should be able to solve our problems by ourselves and that we should—and could—recover on our own.
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