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A Ritual to Read to Each Other




If you don’t know the kind of person I am
and I don’t know the kind of person you are
a pattern that others made may prevail in the world
and following the wrong god home we may miss our star.


For there is many a small betrayal in the mind,
a shrug that lets the fragile sequence break
sending with shouts the horrible errors of childhood
storming out to play through the broken dyke.


And as elephants parade holding each elephant’s tail,
but if one wanders the circus won’t find the park,
I call it cruel and maybe the root of all cruelty
to know what occurs but not recognize the fact.


    And so I appeal to a voice, to something shadowy,
a remote important region in all who talk:
though we could fool each other, we should consider — 
lest the parade of our mutual life get lost in the dark.


    For it is important that awake people be awake,
or a breaking line may discourage them back to sleep;
the signals we give — yes or no, or maybe — 
should be clear: the darkness around us is deep.


— William Stafford
    Stories That Could Be True
    (New York: Harper & Row, 1977), p. 52.











Foreword



We live in a funny world. What used to be “Alcoholics Anonymous” became, first, “a Twelve-Step group” and then part of “the Recovery Movement.” Many gained from those changes, but something was also lost…even in what remains Alcoholics Anonymous.


There have been other gains and losses. Within A.A., some have moved away from the practice of “sponsorship” — the great gift to the fellowship from its early Cleveland membership. In the wider world, as we emerge from the 1970s and 1980s — decades that observers have named “Me” and “Greed” respectively — there has been a perhaps greater loss: the ancient and indeed sacred understanding of friend. This is a 1990s book, a book about friendship.


The co-founders of Alcoholics Anonymous, William Griffith Wilson and Dr. Robert Holbrook Smith,1 although both Vermont-born Yankees, were two very different individuals. Bill became a pushy New York promoter; Bob, a reserved midwestern surgeon. As many have observed, if they had met in a bar, they would probably not have chosen to drink together. But because they met while trying desperately to stay sober, and because they found that they could do that only “together,” they gave the world a fellowship that has saved countless lives.


To a casual observer, Bill Wilson and Father Ed Dowling had even less in common. Although loosely Protestant in background, Bill had been raised without any religion. In prep school, in fact, in his despair over the death of his beloved Bertha Banford, Bill had decided that the universe made no sense. Too lazy to become a real atheist, he would later describe himself (and others) as “We Agnostics.”


St. Louis-born and street-wise Eddie Dowling, meanwhile, not only came from an urban, immigrant Catholic background, he was a Catholic priest. And, worse than that to most Yankee-oriented Americans, he was a Jesuit — that mysterious Society of the Pope’s loyal shock-troops, generally regarded by people of Bill’s background as cunning, devious, and treacherous.


There were other differences. Wilson greatly admired and himself wanted to be one of the “number one” men, and those traits and that ambition endured into his sobriety. Dowling, as a seminarian, had humbly accepted being shunted off the Jesuit fast-track, judged intellectually deficient for his Society’s crack positions on university faculties. Dowling, as a protegé of Father Daniel Lord, S.J., had a missionary’s passion to spread his Catholic faith. Wilson emerged from his agnosticism to embrace “spirituality,” not “religion.” “The thing that irks me about all religion is how confoundedly right they all are,” he wrote at the time he broke off his own investigation of Catholicism. Yet these two men learned more from each other than most of us gain from our most cherished teachers.


Bob Fitzgerald, in the pages that follow, uses the correspondence between the co-founder and the Jesuit to let us in on some of what they taught — and learned from — each other. For the letters Wilson and Dowling wrote each other lay bare the respect — the love — that bound together these two so different individuals. Their bond ran deep, and though Bill and Ed, like most American males, did not address the topic much directly, Fitzgerald deftly and respectfully explores their real bond: suffering. Using the metaphor of baseball, a game both men enjoyed, Bob Fitzgerald helps us understand the wider context of their understanding, which allowed them to bear up under suffering not only joyously but fruitfully.


“Pain is the touchstone of all growth,” Bill Wilson reminded many members of Alcoholics Anonymous in his voluminous correspondence. Dowling spoke to his groups of Catholic married couples of “Glad Gethsemane,” a paradoxical reference to the place of Christ’s lonely agony just before his crucifixion. Neither idea attracts us in this era of bland uplift. But as a sidewalk scrawl by one of Bill’s followers reminds: “Reality is for people who can’t handle drugs.” Wilson and Dowling had no need either to deny or to ignore suffering, their own or anyone else’s.


Wisely, Fitzgerald attempts very little analysis; he does not even claim to tell us the full story of Wilson’s and Dowling’s rich relationship. Rather, following the example of his subjects, Bob accepts the limited task of making available to us, in context, their letters to each other. And perhaps because he follows so well the example of two men who lived traditions that he himself incorporates, from that acceptance of limitation there flow to us, his readers, richnesses that would have vanished under a heavier hand.


There are not only many “meditation books” today: there are too many. Squibs for “daily meditation” are useful, for beginners. But perhaps some are being locked into beginnerhood — into spiritual infancy: witness the vast concern bandied about over one’s “inner child.” The tradition tapped and lived by Bill Wilson and Ed Dowling makes available a spirituality, for maturing people. One way it has done that, for about two millennia, is through reading…but the reading of books, not pages. Meditation, like food, loses nutrients when it is canned.


This book, then, is the kind of meditation book we need: straightforward; respectful of both its subject and its readers; gently guiding only to remove obstacles, not to tell us what to think or, worse, how to feel. Wilson and Dowling and their friendship are well served by these pages. So, too, are we.


— Ernest Kurtz
January 6, 1994





Preface



“I do hope that a good biography comes out about Father Ed Dowling. He was made of the stuff of the saints,” Bill W. wrote in a letter to a man who asked what Father Ed’s sponsorship meant to Bill. “In a very real sense, he was my spiritual adviser, just as he was to many hundreds in AA.”2


Five years earlier Bill had written to Anna, Father Ed Bowling’s sister and secretary, “Have you ever thought of a book that someone might do, a biography of Father Ed? In my book he is a saint, and a most colorful one too. His benefactions to me are among my brightest memories.”3 This is not that biography.


I will focus on 195 letters between the two men. All but ten of the letters came from the Dowling archives of Maryville College in St. Louis; the other ten came from the New York AA Archives. These letters offer an intimate view of their twenty-year friendship.


I am drawn to tell this story. I feel close to both men. I trained as a Jesuit at St. Stanislaus Seminary in Florissant, Missouri, and at St. Louis University for arts and philosophy, the very same places Father Ed did his Jesuit training. I too, experienced the Ignatian vocation as mediated by the Missouri Province Jesuits. As I wrote this book, Father Ed’s spirit mentored me.


I do feel close to Bill W., also. Since 1977 I have struggled with my own issues, many the same as Bill’s.


I too have been helped by close friendships in recovery.


I will tell the story of their meeting, their backgrounds, and the twenty years of letters between them.


I want to celebrate their friendship.
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CHAPTER 1



Father Ed Meets Bill W.


That night, a cold damp November night in 1940, Bill W., co-founder of AA, had gone to bed. His feet were hanging over the end of the bed which nearly filled the small room he and his wife, Lois, had rented on the second floor of the 24th Street AA Club in New York City. Two orange crates with curtains served as their dresser. Hooks on the wall held their clothes. Lois supported them with her job at a department store. That night she was out somewhere. Cold rain and sleet were beating on the tin roof above him. Bill was wondering whether the pain he was feeling in his stomach was an ulcer.


The walls were closing in on him. Thousands of copies of the Big Book in Blackwell’s warehouse were waiting, unsold. A few men were sober through AA. Bill was frustrated. How to reach all who wanted help? In February of that year the Rockefeller dinner with its gathering of some prominent New York friends of Rockefeller interested in AA had come and gone with applause and some small donations. Hank P., an early member, after complaining for half a year, finally got drunk in April. Rollie H., a nationally famous ballplayer, sobered up with the Cleveland group but broke anonymity by calling in the press for a full name and photograph story which became front-page news across the nation. Bill too began to give out pictures and interviews to reporters wherever he gave talks. Soon, he found his story and picture on Page One. Now he was becoming the center of attention. An old-timer in his New York group even accused him of being on a “dry drunk.” Bill had just returned from Baltimore, where a minister had asked him to face the self-pity in his own talk. He was depressed. Bill wondered, “What was the use? What if I — five years sober — were to drink?”


It was ten p.m. that night when he heard the doorbell ringing through the empty club. Old Tom, the maintenance man, announced that there was “some bum from St. Louis” to see him.


Reluctantly, Bill said, “Send him up.” His regrets increased as he heard the stomp, thud, stomp, thud movement up the stairs and the approaching steps down the long hall to his bedroom. Bill muttered, “Not another drunk.”


Bill escorted the stranger in a black raincoat into his room, noticing his severe limp and his cramped body bent over a cane. The visitor shuffled over to a straight wooden chair opposite the bed and sat down. Then his coat fell open, revealing his Roman collar. “I’m Father Ed Dowling from St. Louis,” he said. “A Jesuit friend and I have been struck by the similarity of the AA Twelve Steps and the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius.”


“Never heard of them.”


Father Dowling laughed and seemed delighted. This endeared him to Bill who found himself looking into the most remarkable eyes he’d ever seen, peering out at him from beneath a soaking lock of pure white hair. Robert Thomsen tells the story in Bill W. this way:




Then the curious little man went on and on, and as he did, Bill could feel his body relaxing, his spirits rising. Gradually he realized that this man sitting across from him was radiating a kind of grace that was filling the room with a strange, indefinable sense of presence. Primarily, Father Ed wanted to talk about the paradox of A.A., the “regeneration,” he called it, the strength arising out of total defeat and weakness, the loss of one’s old life as a condition for achieving a new one. And Bill nodded, agreed with everything he said…but Bill never really had any words for what he found that night.4





Soon Bill was talking about all the AA steps and taking his Fifth Step (telling of the exact nature of his wrongs) with this priest, who with no warning, had limped in from a storm.5 He told Father Ed about his anger, his impatience, his mounting dissatisfactions: his demands on the world. Father Ed quoted to him, “Blessed are they who hunger and thirst.”


When Bill asked whether there was ever to be any satisfaction, the older man snapped back, “Never. Never any.” Bill was to be a person who would keep on reaching. In his reaching he would find God’s goals, hidden in his own heart.




Bill had made a decision, Father Ed reminded him, to turn his life and his will over to the care of God, and having done this, he was not now to sit in judgment on how he or the world was proceeding. He had only to keep the channels open — and be grateful, of course; it was not up to him to decide how fast or how slowly AA developed. He had only to accept. For whether the two of them liked it or not, the world was undoubtedly proceeding as it should, in God’s good time.6





Soon they were speaking of conversion and faith, and Father Ed was again quoting Bill’s words back to him. No one among them had been able to maintain anything like perfect adherence to these principles…. They were not saints…. The point was that they were willing to grow along spiritual lines…. They claimed spiritual progress rather than spiritual perfection.


Before Father Dowling left he pulled his crippled body up and, leaning on his heavy stick, thrust his head forward and looked straight into Bill’s eyes. He said there was a force in Bill that was all his own, that had never been on this earth before, and if he did anything to mar it, or block it, it would never exist anywhere again.


That night, for the first time in months, Bill Wilson slept soundly.





CHAPTER 2



Bill’s Story


How did this Irish Catholic Jesuit priest come to seek Bill out and become his “spiritual adviser”? Bill told a story in the Big Book about the problems he had with ministers and organized religion.




Near the end of that bleak November [1934], I sat drinking in my kitchen. With a certain satisfaction I reflected there was enough gin concealed about the house to carry me through that night and the next day. My wife was at work. I wondered whether I dared hide a full bottle of gin near the head of our bed. I would need it before daylight.


My musing was interrupted by the telephone. The cheery voice of an old school friend [Ebby Thatcher] asked if he might come over. He was sober. It was years since I could remember his coming to New York in that condition. I was amazed. Rumor had it that he had been committed for alcoholic insanity. I wondered how he had escaped. Of course he would have dinner, and then I could drink openly with him….


The door opened and he stood there, looking fresh-skinned and glowing. He refused the drink I pushed across the table.


Simply, but smilingly, he said, “I’ve got religion.”





As Ebby told his conversion story, Bill reflected on ministers: “When they talked of a God personal to me who was love, superhuman strength and direction, I became irritated and my mind snapped shut against such a theory.”7 Great wonder it was that he, Bill Wilson, a Vermont Yankee, could meet Father Ed, a St. Louis Irish Catholic Jesuit priest and his mind did not snap shut.


What brought Bill to this meeting and this friendship? Bill had been a baseball pitcher at Norwich Academy; Father Ed, a catcher in a South Dakota minor league. Sports never brought them together. Both were intensely interested in the skills of democracy. Father Ed was a lifelong member of a group urging democracy through proportional representation.8 Bill grew up with his grandfather Fayette’s democratic dreams. His grandfather fought in the Civil War at the Battle of Gettysburg in July of 1863 and shared with thirteen-year-old Bill his vision: “The idea of democracy…was that all men are equal and that the things they have in common, that hold them together, are stronger than anything that tries to separate them.”9


Neither sports nor democracy led these two men to meet; suffering introduced them to each other. Father Ed had heard of AA from a former student in Chicago and took the train there to attend several AA meetings. After the Chicago trip, he wrote to the New York AA Office for material, including a Big Book. Then he took the train to New York to meet Bill.


After Father Ed’s death in 1960, Bill kept three things of Father Ed’s in his Bedford Hills studio: his cane to the right of the fireplace, his crucifix on the wall above the cane; and The Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius on a shelf above the window to the left of his desk. The cane (which is still there) speaks of suffering in Father Ed’s body, a spine turned to stone from arthritis; the crucifix speaks of his way to cope; The Spiritual Exercises speak of humility and discernment.10


All three celebrated a man who lived with suffering. In a July 21, 1952 letter, Bill wrote to Marion, a friend suffering from depression:




I have learned to be thankful for it (suffering), but at the time I certainly wasn’t. While I’ve appreciated the lessons of suffering after the suffering was over, I never have been able to fully welcome and enjoy it while it was in progress. That’s the difference between folks like us and Father Ed. I suppose the ability to always welcome suffering is the hallmark of all things. And I absolutely agree that man certainly is one. In spiritual stature, he towers over all people in my pretty large acquaintance.





Suffering came early in Bill’s life. One night Bill’s father had been drinking and arguing with his mother. Then he deserted Bill, nine years old at the time, and his sister Dorothy, and his mother. Bill told the story this way:




Mother took Dorothy and me on what we thought was to be a picnic at beautiful North Dorset Pond, now called Emerald Lake. We sat on the southwest shore under a shade tree, and Mother seemed very quiet, and I think we both had a sense of foreboding.


Then it was that Mother told us that Father had gone for good. To this day, I shiver every time I recall that scene on the grass by the lakefront. It was an agonizing experience for one who apparently had the emotional sensitivity that I did. I hid the wound, however, and never talked about it with anybody, even my sister.11





After his parents’ divorce, Bill was placed with his maternal grandparents. His mother left to study osteopathy in Boston. He would later interpret the event this way: “And that meant if only [my] parents had loved [me] more, they wouldn’t have separated. If [I] had been more lovable, it never would have happened. It always came around to that. It was, it had to be, [my] fault. [I] was the guilty one.”12 There was something wrong with him. AA’s official history, Pass It On, concluded:




For young Bill, the divorce must have been painful beyond imagining. He was being separated from a father he adored, at a difficult time in the life of a young boy — the beginning of puberty. To compound the injury, divorce in a small New England town at the beginning of the century — 1906 — was virtually unheard-of; it may have aroused feelings of shame and disgrace that the child of divorced parents today would not understand or share. Bill said he remained depressed for almost a year following his parents’ divorce.13



OEBPS/images/9781616491239_line2.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781616491239_line1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781616491239_ded-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781616491239_ded-3.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781616491239_ded-2.jpg
R 0 Bomrasa





OEBPS/images/9781616491239_cvi.jpg
Sponsorship

————

The Friendship of
Fr. Ed Dowling, S.].,
and Bill Wilson






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
S Hazelden

Ay i





