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to Suzanne Louise Carnes
1945–2010


“Hi, I am Pat recovering with Suzanne.”


It is customary in Recovering Couples Anonymous to introduce yourself within the context of your relationship. Thus for years I introduced myself with Suzanne as my partner. Much of what I have learned was with the leaven and seasoning of our life together. It seems fitting to dedicate this book to her to honor the myriads of ways she added to my own recovery journey.


Suzie and I had seven children. I had four and she had three, and all have now become a great family community. There are ten grandchildren, who do keep things in a swirl. But they all are center to my world. I know they join me in acknowledging the extraordinary presence of Suzie as Grandmother, Mother, and Wife/Mate.
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INTRODUCTION


From Steps and Rules to Principles and Recipes


TWELVE STEPS. TWELVE TRADITIONS. Embedded in both is a set of Twelve Principles for maintaining our focus, deepening our recovery, measuring our progress, and living lives of sanity and serenity.


Most of us start a Twelve Step program as a way to stay sober or change a specific behavior. Over time, the Twelve Steps open us to support and awareness, and help us see that we’re not able to make the necessary changes by ourselves. In order to swim upstream, we need to ask for help from other people and from our Higher Power. Only with this help, and through working our Twelve Step program every day, are we able to change our lives.


As we continue in recovery over the months and years, most of us also discover that we have more than one addiction, and that these addictions act together, triggering each other. As we work to establish sobriety, at times we feel like we’re playing a game of Whack-a-Mole: once we successfully manage one addiction, another reasserts itself, demanding our attention. Day by day, however, through the power of the Twelve Steps, we re-engineer our life. We learn how to stay focused and how to keep our brain in balance. Working the Steps propels us into discovery and growth.


Over the past seventy-five years, a similar process of growth and discovery has taken place with the Twelve Steps themselves. At first the Steps were only for alcoholics in AA and for their loved ones participating in Al-Anon. By the 1950s, however, we also had Narcotics Anonymous and Alateen for young people. ACoA, for the adult children of alcoholics, followed in the 1970s, as did CoDA for codependents (also called coaddicts) in the 1980s. Today there are dozens of Twelve Step groups for people whose lives have become unmanageable in relation to not only alcohol and other drug dependence but also addictive and compulsive behaviors such as eating, sex, relationships, work, exercise, gambling, and spending, as well as mental health disorders, co-occurring with addictions or in and of themselves.


Over these years, our understanding of the Twelve Steps—and the wisdom and science behind them—has evolved and deepened considerably, creating some dramatic changes in Twelve Step life. We now know, for example, that the great majority of addicts (some studies say over eighty percent) have two or more addictions. We also know that the Twelve Steps work in exactly the same way for every type of addiction, that multiple addictions need to be treated together, and that addiction and mental illness often (though not inevitably) go hand in hand. It has also become clear that as people have successfully learned to use the Steps to overcome different addictions and problems, people in the various Twelve Step fellowships have much to offer each other.


When my book A Gentle Path through the Twelve Steps was first published in 1993, these simple ideas were considered revolutionary by some and heretical by others. Since then, however, these ideas have become widely accepted by scientists, medical and mental health professionals, clergy, and the general public. Just as that book inspired (and became part of) the evolution of Twelve Step work, it also pointed to what might come after it. As the interconnections among Twelve Step fellowships have grown, so has the need to move beyond the rules, lists, and slogans that make up much of Twelve Step life, especially as people move past the early stages of recovery. Helpful as these are, we can limit our recovery if we apply their wisdom only in a rigid or dogmatic way. Rigidity deprives the Twelve Steps of some of their vital force, and deprives us of some of the Steps’ most important life lessons.


I have also seen firsthand a great hunger among people in recovery for something that picks up where A Gentle Path through the Twelve Steps leaves off. During the 1990s and 2000s, I led a series of weekend retreats for people in leadership roles who had been in recovery for several years. We met once a quarter for twelve quarters. At the end of the three-year program, people said, “We don’t want to leave. We want to go deeper.” These folks knew they needed a curriculum to guide them on the next leg of their journey of recovery. It quickly became clear to me that they were not alone.


Over time, I also came to realize that Twelve Step communities have a problem. Although they offer us many wonderful things to study and read, some folks spend five, ten, or fifteen years in recovery before somebody says to them, “You know, you ought to read this” or “Have you taken a look at this?” It is wasteful, if not outright tragic, that people often encounter many useful tools and ideas only by accident, or trial and error.


Furthermore, for many people, simply going to meetings and finding a sponsor is not enough. Especially if the meeting becomes stagnant or is otherwise not a functional one—or if you and your sponsor are not well matched or remain stuck repeating the same ideas and practices—then the recovery process can be weakened or undermined. Worse, many people who go to meetings conscientiously for years never get the full benefits because they are never given a map. Indeed, for many recovering folks there is no map beyond Step work. They learn only what percolates down through their sponsor, their group, and perhaps a therapist.


I have long felt that many people who have been in recovery for a year or more need a book that condenses and presents the essentials of long-term recovery in a practical, deliberate way. Such a book ought to provide a curriculum to help create more robust recoveries, fewer and briefer relapses, and greater serenity. A Gentle Path through the Twelve Principles is that book.


The Twelve Principles serve as the natural lens for this curriculum, since they are embedded in every Step and every Tradition. The Steps naturally unfold into the Principles, which combine structure with flexibility, and depth with simplicity and clarity. The Twelve Principles help us to make a paradigm shift. We move from rules to recipes, letting go of our old ways of thinking and acting, and accepting that change in our life is both ongoing and inevitable. The Principles become our map to a new way of living, as well as the engine that makes this new life happen.


The Twelve Principles themselves are not new and are possibly the greatest assets of Twelve Step programs. Unlike the Steps and Traditions, they exist in multiple forms and variations—all quite similar, but not strictly defined. The ones used here are distilled from various versions used by different fellowships over the years. Anyone who lives a Twelve Step life will recognize them immediately. When practiced earnestly, these Principles help us to develop an essential skill set for life.


If we stay with recovery long enough, we absorb these Principles naturally as part of Twelve Step culture. Over time, we automatically apply them more and more to our lives. Making them explicit, however, helps speed up important connections and deepens the learnings that are at the heart of recovery. Careful study of the Twelve Principles helps us connect the dots. That connecting is the purpose of this book. Furthermore, embedded within each of the Twelve Principles are multiple strategies, tools, and insights. This book unpacks them.


Principles vs. Rules


Principles represent a higher level of learning and thinking than rules or guidelines do. A rule is something to follow, usually in the precise way prescribed, but a principle is something to reflect on, implement, and live into. Rules are typically remembered and recited verbatim; principles are experienced in our hearts, guts, and brains.


Like recipes, the Twelve Principles allow for some variation and modification. You can follow a recipe for pancakes to the letter, or you can add more blueberries (or more flour or more eggs) to create something slightly different but delicious and nourishing nonetheless. Still, there are limits: replace the blueberries with codfish and your pancakes become unmanageable. Furthermore, sometimes recipes need to be modified. If you’re baking bread at 8,000 feet, you need to alter the recipe to get the same results you would at sea level.


We folks in recovery often have difficulty managing our feelings. We hate the discomfort of being upset or afraid or angry. We also typically try to avoid uncertainty, which can cause us great anxiety. Unfortunately, one way many of us deal with anxiety and uncertainty is by turning flexible principles into rigid rules. We make them sacred or even sacramental, thus creating needless trouble for ourselves and others. If you catch yourself doing this with the Twelve Principles, remind yourself that this is one more form of stinking thinking, and talk with your sponsor or someone else you trust in the program. Also remind yourself that the Principles offer us the most benefit, and the most hope, when we let them live inside us as healthy, adaptable organisms.


Unlike the Twelve Steps or the Serenity Prayer, the Twelve Principles are not a set of texts to be memorized or recited. Instead, they are a paradigm: a way of viewing and being in the world. Putting the Principles into practice in our lives shifts our internal paradigm; the rules, beliefs, and processes through which we perceive things go through a fundamental change.


What’s to Come


Although this book is built around the Twelve Principles, it is not limited to them.


We’ll begin with a look at the neuroscience behind the Principles. We now know, for example, that the basic neurology of recovery involves literally re-growing our brains, creating new and healthier ways of thinking, perceiving, and acting, eventually building new neural pathways to sustain those behaviors and thought patterns. Next we’ll dig into the Twelve Principles, devoting a chapter to each, and look at how each one relates to the relevant Step. We’ll also ask the essential question embedded in each Principle. Here are the Steps, each with its correlative Principle and key question.


The Twelve Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous
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The Twelve Steps are reprinted and adapted with permission of Alcoholics Anonymous World Services, Inc. Permission to reprint and adapt this material does not mean that AA has reviewed or approved the content of this publication, nor that AA agrees with the views expressed herein. AA is a program of recovery from alcoholism only. Use of the Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions in connection with programs and activities which are patterned after AA, but which address other problems, does not imply otherwise.


In chapter 13 we’ll explore some simple ways to make the most of the Principles day by day; in chapter 14 we’ll look at how the Twelve Principles can be used to solve everyday problems.


Giving Thanks


Our planet is rapidly moving to a system of pooled wisdom (think of Wikipedia or your favorite blog). The same is happening in the Twelve Step world, where fellowships are sharing their insights through their writings, websites, blogs, and all-fellowship meetings. This is a grand and wonderful network of communities that have been opened to us, because we all get better when we pool our experience.


This book, too, contains much pooled wisdom. I have drawn from many different Twelve Step fellowships and fellowship manuals and textbooks (such as AA’s Big Book) as well as from multiple researchers, studies, and disciplines. As for the pithy and inspiring quotations throughout this book, these come from the entire panorama of human wisdom. The exercises can be done in this book using the lines and spaces provided, with additional pages added as needed, or if you prefer, you can buy a journal or notebook and recreate the exercises there.


Like A Gentle Path through the Twelve Steps, this book is continually in progress. There will surely be later editions, expansions, and commentaries on websites and blogs, and I welcome suggestions for potential improvements. To make suggestions, please visit patrickcarnes.com, where you’ll also find an ever-evolving array of Twelve Step tools, exercises, and other helpful items. To deepen your practice of the principles, go to www.thetwelveprinciples.com and become a partner in the process. This website provides free additional materials and leadership instructions for use by Twelve Step communities. It is donation-supported, and all profits support the American Foundation for Addiction Research (AFAR) and other recovery support organizations.


— Patrick J. Carnes
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PROLOGUE


The Neuroscience Behind the Twelve Principles


IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY, we know something that Bill W., Dr. Bob, and the other founders of AA intuited but couldn’t prove scientifically. We know how and why recovery works.


What the founders of AA discovered through trial, error, luck, and grace has now been validated by science. Recent developments in neuroscience, radiology, genetics, and psychobiology give us a clear picture of how addiction hijacks the human brain. They also give us equally clear evidence that working a Twelve Step program literally rewires our brains for recovery. Through CT scans, MRIs, and other high-tech tools, we now know that:




	Addiction changes the brain, deadening certain cognitive areas and laying down neural networks that chemically encourage us to compulsively repeat harmful behaviors.


	All addictions, including those that do not involve alcohol or other drugs, create similar wounds in the same centers of the brain.


	Addictions interact in the brain in several different ways. One addiction can trigger, replace, or heighten another through a measurable biochemical process.


	Trauma—whether physical, sexual, or emotional—changes the brain’s chemistry, predisposing it to addictions and compulsions.


	The new thoughts and behaviors produced by working the Twelve Steps appear to heal the brain in observable, predictable ways, building and deepening new neural pathways.


	As these neural pathways deepen, we create new, healthy patterns of thinking and acting.


	No matter how addicted we are or how unmanageable our life has become, our brains retain the potential for healing and recovery in their very cells.


	Safety is a prerequisite for healing the brain. Only when the brain “feels” safe—when it isn’t functioning in a crisis mode—can it optimally reconstruct itself.





These breakthroughs paint a vivid picture of what happens in recovery. Combined, they verify the original insights of the AA founders in 1935. They also explain why people who leave Twelve Step programs and don’t find similar guidelines for changing their thinking and behaviors usually fall back into addiction. Let’s look at some of the many ways in which the brain’s chemistry and biology affect our recovery.


The Hijacked Brain


Addiction hijacks our brain. Over time it damages the brain so that it consistently makes harmful choices, even when we don’t want it to. Think back to the days before your recovery began. You would plan and intend to do one thing, sometimes with great resolve. Yet, despite your best efforts and intentions, you would nevertheless do something different, and harmful.


Brain scans have revealed the neurochemistry behind this. All addictions partially damage or disrupt the frontal lobes, the parts of the brain responsible for judgment, discernment, and common sense. This disruption is biological; it has nothing to do with a lack of will or poor moral judgment. These biological changes require significant biological healing. This healing takes time, and closely parallels the healing of a stroke victim’s brain. As neuroscientist Bryan Kolb explains, people with addictions or strokes can’t just sit back and wait for the brain to heal itself. Deliberate, ongoing effort is essential. As Dr. Kolb puts it, “Grab the frontal lobes and don’t let go.”


The Twelve Principles are vitally important in recovery because they help us focus ongoing energy and attention on healing. They also give us a recipe for sticking with recovery over the long term. In addition, they provide a framework for living a sane and serene life. This framework is built on universal psychological and spiritual principles that work for everyone, not just people in recovery.


The Twelve Principles and the Brain


Working the Twelve Steps can take us to a place of safety, sanity, and serenity. But the Twelve Steps are the beginning of a journey, not a destination. Over time, as our recovery deepens, we need to internalize and practice the Principles that are suggested by the Steps ever more in our affairs.


Principles require a higher level of thinking and learning than any rule, because a principle requires both reflection and mindful implementation. As a result, principles use far more of the bandwidth of our brains, and more oxygen and energy as well. It takes almost no thought or energy to follow a sign’s instructions to “Keep off the grass,” but it takes discernment, humility, focus, and self-awareness to practice courage.


The Twelve Principles also help us integrate the many different areas of the brain. This is an observable biological process, not a metaphor. Full integration requires thousands of hours of focused effort—typically five years or more of working the Steps and practicing the Principles. And this is really only laying the foundation for what is a life-long process and journey.


To the brain, recovery is very similar to learning a new language. At first we focus on learning the basics: vocabulary, pronunciation, and the placement of nouns and verbs in learning a language correspond to becoming aware of all the ways our thinking gets hijacked, how our addiction harms other people, and so on. Over time, however, as our fluency builds, we begin to naturally do the next right thing—picking the correct word or putting our sentences in the proper order corresponds to being honest with ourselves and others, recognizing and acknowledging our feelings, empathizing with and accepting other people, and so on. Eventually the new language—or, for those of us in recovery, the thoughts and behaviors engendered by the Twelve Principles—become fully integrated into our neural wiring.


This wiring is not just in one part of our brain. Until recently, scientists thought that the part of the brain known as the hippocampus was the seat of all our emotions. Brain scans have revealed, however, that we all have very long chains of brain cells that appear to weave back and forth around the hemispheres of our brain, starting on one side of our head and ending up on the other. These carry information and the capacity to experience emotion all over the brain. It turns out that our emotions aren’t localized in any one part of the brain; they’re built into our brain’s organizational structure. Our emotions also may partly reside in other parts of our body. It now appears that every human heart has cells that are involved with our experience of certain emotions. We often say that we know something in our hearts: It turns out that this may be literally true.


Addictive Emotions


Perhaps the most startling recent discovery about the brain is that feelings themselves can be addictive. This is true not only of pleasurable emotions, but of anger, fear, despair, loneliness, grief, and other painful emotions as well. When you give in to road rage, you energize your own brain with neurochemicals that are part of the brain’s stress response. Those chemicals juice up the brain’s reward centers, which is why it feels so “good” to get angry. The feelings and cravings created by these neurochemicals themselves are highly addictive.


This also explains why people often cultivate and cling to painful emotions. They are unwilling to give up feeling bad because these unpleasant emotions create a shortcut to the brain’s reward centers. We end up addicted to our own unhappiness, and this addiction can then interact with other addictions or compulsions.


There are several proven methods and practices for intervening with and rewiring these destructive emotional pathways:




	Creating stillness through meditation, journaling, etc.


	Telling your story


	Practicing positive self-talk


	Reconnecting with others





Creating Stillness


Hundreds of studies have demonstrated that we can heal our brain, temper our emotions, reduce our stress, and increase our serenity by practicing stillness: being quiet, alone, and present to ourselves. Mindfulness meditation, whereby we sit quietly watching our breath and thoughts without judgment, is one of the more effective ways that people have achieved this.


Stillness can involve other forms of meditating, praying, writing in a journal, or just relaxing quietly in nature. (Reading, browsing the Internet, and watching videos all focus our attention externally, so they don’t qualify.) Our brain needs thirty to ninety minutes of stillness each day in order to heal optimally and operate at its best.


Telling Your Story


Each of us has an internal narrative about our life. We use this narrative as a way to see the world and explain it to ourselves. In recovery, we regularly rewrite and retell our story so that it includes new perceptions, understandings, and conclusions. Recent science has revealed that as we do this, we appear to actually rewire our brain by building new, more functional neural pathways. Over time, as we continue to rewrite and retell our story to ourselves and others, it makes sense that we would strengthen and deepen those pathways, providing ever more support for our recovery.


Telling our story to others also helps our brains in another way. Our brains contain nerve cells called mirror neurons that appear to be the biological corollary to our ability to put ourselves in others’ shoes and respond emotionally to their experiences. Brain scans have revealed the mirror neurons in two people’s brains seem to take on the same patterns when they report feeling emotionally connected to each other. In feeling connected to others, we also help heal our brain.
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