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Thanks much for your piece on AA…I learned a great deal from your paper,

 and will use it if I ever write on this topic again—Philip Yancey

Thank you for your writing on AA as a model for Christian community. I think it is simply magnificent…

I love what you have written and have benefited from it”—Eugene Peterson
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Draft, June 27, 2000

Note:  Much has been written about AA, its principles and people.  Hundreds of books, pamphlets and articles have been written about the movement and how it works.  It is not my attempt, nor am I qualified, to add to this gigantic informational database.  My fascination lies in another area.  As a Christian, I am very interested in how community should work.  Henri Nouwen, author and Catholic priest, spent the last years of his life seeking the community priority.  Living with handicapped people, he attempted to capture a glimpse of community through shared experience within “lateral,” “reciprocal” relationships.  Lateral diversity working in true unity.


My best experience of community has been within the meeting rooms of AA.  Why is this? What is implicit within this society—one having no rules, regulations or penalties—that grants so many thousands such peace of mind and quality of life?  I believe AA has been gifted with some principles—exclusive to none and available to everyone—that produce an atmosphere of true grace and a close ideal of what, I think, the Christian community should be.  It is another “divine paradox” (Karl Barth) that such an unlikely group of people as that of former drunks should share in the knowledge of these principles (I’ve never seen a more grandiose and narcissistic bunch of people anywhere, and that would include myself). These observations I share from my own experience.

Forward

“Come, Lord Jesus” –St. John the Apostle

In what spirit did the apostle John speak these words?  Did he speak them with the sentiment of a Zionist Jew—or were they said in the spirit of a recovering Christian?


There is great affinity between Zionism and fundamentalist Christianity.  Both groups are future focused.  Both desire to see Messiah King return to earth, right all wrongs and finally establish justice and peace on earth through the administration of a powerful, law-based “kingdom of God”.  It is a power stance and the great focus is an outward one.  For this economy to work, “the spirit of absolute moral perfection” (Oswald Chambers) must reign everywhere.  In this system it is imperative that we judge, condemn and reject the “bad” parts of our selves (psychologist John Bradshaw calls this a rejection of the self). To facilitate this we must take our dark, dysfunctional parts and project them in merciless judgment on others (this never really works and we end up beating ourselves up anyway).  This is the stuff of which ethnic cleansing and genocide are made.

This system is the epitome of the “us and them” mentality: the heathen must either be conquered or saved. Zionism sees saints as Israel ruling with Messiah on the earth; Fundamentalism sees saints as Christians ruling with him.  To this end, these odd bedfellows have an almost fanatical interest in seeing the Jewish Temple rebuilt.  Temple mentality represents the apex of illegitimate hierarchy—a power system the apostle Paul called the “administration of death.” God may allow such a thing to occur, if only to let it break down—as all judgment must eventually do—under its own weight. 


But Jesus also spoke of another administration—this one based, not on power, but on poverty.  This kingdom operates in the “now.” It is the “I AM” God with whom we each have personally and internally to do.  No legalism or priest-craft economy permitted to block vital one-on-one relationship with God and our dysfunctional selves, this group of recovering people is held together by the spirit of powerlessness and poverty (we authentically relate within community at our points of weakness, not our points of power and grandiosity). 

Living a better balance of inner Recovery and outwardly expressed Service, recovering people have always been a scattered and marginal group. For two thousand years a minority but growing view, it has existed in antagonism with the outwardly focused, organized spheres of power.  This is the kingdom “within” Jesus spoke about, motivated by the Spirit that like the wind, cannot be pigeon-holed, controlled, systematized, or organized.  For such an economy to work, an atmosphere of absolute grace must reign everywhere, within our selves and without.

Actually, both “kingdoms” are at work in all of us and none of us can boast.  Unfortunately, while human, we are “split.”  The unhealthy, unsanctified parts of our selves remain exclusive and alien to our fellow man.  We naturally isolate from the rest of our fellows, sometimes to the extent that our sentiment is: “Jihad!”—“Crush the enemy” (focusing on the enemy without is a great defense against dealing with the chaos within). Or, at the very least we live in a mood that says, “May God come and crush the enemy.”

 But the healthy, sanctified parts of our selves resist, continue to search inwardly, desire that God would search “us” instead of “them”, strain to hear the voice of God and determine to know of his personal will for our lives. Hopefully, within all of us, this second kingdom Jesus spoke of will increase (and that other kingdom will decrease).  In either case and in accordance with the sovereign decree of the Emmanuel God—who is not only God with us, but also God in us—we learn lessons in the dark as well as the light.


There is no condemnation to those who have received the good news and now experience the powers of this better “inner” kingdom Jesus spoke of (they no longer beat themselves up as much).  In reality, there is no condemnation, period, of anyone from the God view.  Feelings of condemnation remain only the perception of those not yet called to recovery.  

Recovering people experience true empowerment and integration: the joy of accepting all the parts of themselves, good and bad.  No more need to condemn and to project that condemnation on to others. The gospel proclaimed by such recovering people is always an attraction, never a promotion.  Covert and subversive by its very nature, the authentic good news is graciously and relentlessly conveyed to hurting people everywhere. Of this kingdom there is no end. 

Love bade me welcome;

Yet my soul drew back.

Built of dust and sin.

But quick-eye’d love,

Observing me grow slack

From my first entrance in,

Drew nearer to me,

Sweetly questioning,

If I lack’d anything.
—George Herbert


Irresistible, Emerging New Government

“…I will build my church” –Jesus 

“When He (Jesus) ascended on high, He led captivity captive, and gave gifts to men” –St. Paul

The society of Alcoholics Anonymous is not the church.  It is not the community.  But it’s a part of the great, cosmic Christian church that Christ established, a resource and a gift to it.  No single organization has a corner on the market when it comes to God’s gifts, and that includes AA (I enjoy other gifts of his in the different organized churches; varied styles of worship, etc.).  But there is a concentration of many of these gifts in AA that, I think, make it worth writing about.  These gifts fall under the general subjects of Recovery, Unity and Service, the “Three Legacies” of AA.  

The model of AA to the church is an unconscious one; that is, AA does not project itself as being the ideal model I think it is.  Were there to be a conscious understanding of this virtue it would be all over—it would no longer be a virtue or “gift” in the biblical sense. Such gifts are spontaneous, natural, spring from the heart of God and do not require the “bearer” of the gift to strive or work in any way to produce their manifestation.  Inclusive by nature, AA makes no exclusive claims that would spoil its attraction and thwart its primary purpose. Its loose “government” is comprised of alcoholics, non-alcoholics, psychologists, pastors, priests and most every other kind of community member.


“Then the righteous will answer him saying, ‘when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you drink?  When did we see you a stranger and take you in, or naked and clothe you? Or when did we see you sick, or in prison, and come to you?’” –Jesus.


The striking thing is the dumbfounded response to the praises of Jesus. Key to service within community is its unconscious out-workings.  Program and agenda are mostly power things; spontaneous sacrifice is heart motivated.  If we are calculated in our giving, it’s all over.  “Don’t let your left hand know what your right hand is doing.”


On the other hand, it is impossible to serve in community without some level of self-awareness of that giving.  So what does this mean and how does it fit within AA?  My experience is that AA members serve in community, openly and unashamedly selfishly; that is, as a part of their “program.” Often it is heard, “My service and twelve-step work (offering ones experience, faith and hope to still suffering alcoholics) is helping me stay sober.” So, where’s the unconscious stuff?  Individual acts of service are not unconscious.  The salient point is that the AA community as a whole doesn’t understand the significance of its unique gifts, the model it portrays to the Christian Church and to community everywhere.


The church is not fundamentally an “official” organization (but many “official” churches comprise it)—but rather, a spiritual organization, united by the unseen Spirit of God.  It is a Spirit that “blows where it wishes…you cannot tell where it comes from and where it goes” according to Jesus.  This is a warning against control, exclusivism and illegitimate hierarchy.

As in any “official” church, the Spirit of Christ unites AA members, in varying degree, according to “a measure of faith” (Romans 12:3).  And as each distinct corporate part of the church has its gifts to add to the greater cosmic church, so also does AA have it’s to offer the “Body” as well (Romans 12:4-6a).  

“Church” simply means, “called out ones.”  I like the term “Body” that St. Paul alone among the Bible writers’ uses.  The other apostles and prophets speak of the “Bride”—using bride/groom, or husband/wife figures.  “Body” is a much more intimate term.  “Body” suggests implicit relationship, its various members relating by nature, diversity working in unity, even as do the various parts of the human body.  It is in this sense that I use the word “church”—called out ones, united to some degree by the Spirit of God providing to it the nature and character of Jesus.


“It is finished” (John 19:30), and because the true gospel by nature is inclusive and not exclusive, many AA members revel and wallow in a gospel they know nothing about.  They enjoy its benefits, even while not knowing the theology of it.  According to Saint Paul, these relate to Christ, the Head of the church “Body”, by nature (Romans 2:14-15).


The Spirit, or nature of God expresses through we humans in terms of “gifts” and “fruit”.  These are given to the various parts of the Body, or church.  Each corporate part or “official” organization in the greater church has its distinctly unique gifts for the blessing and edification of all. This is also true of Alcoholics Anonymous and it is these gifts I wish to address.


“God has appointed these in the church…gifts of healings, helps” (1 Corinthians 12:28).

 Early Community Experience


“Every sin meets with its due fate—inexorable expulsion from the paradise of God’s humanity” (George Macdonald).


We all crave community, consciously or unconsciously.  Perhaps the most devastating and all pervasive manifestation of the “fall” of human kind is the woeful lack of true, God intended community in the world.  Never the less, every club, every fraternity, every church, every marriage, every friendship seeks to tap the deep rewards of community.  That such effort often unravels into schism, pecking order and anarchy reveal our hopeless human condition unaided by God.  Until the irrevocable move of God upon our lives—his irrepressible intervention—we continue to “act out” in our idolatrous attempts to gain community.  Our cheap substitutes include a host of mood-altering addictions: chemical, food, sexual and relational.


I have always unconsciously craved community.  My deepest desires sought it in my family of origin, but it wasn’t there.  Too much emotional abuse, manipulation, conditional “love” and game playing went on for loving, open human connection.  I continued to seek community as I entered school.  But without the community skills learned in a healthy family of origin, I entered school as a victim having no relationship skills.  My character had already been set: I charged onto the school scene without the necessary sense of boundaries and other community skills. I teased and insulted the other kids, pulled girls hair, disobeyed my teachers and became an all-around garden-variety ass (in first grade I was sent back to kindergarten for a day as punishment for leaping over desks in the classroom, thereby disrupting the atmosphere of peaceful classroom community). 


In spite of this I had a few friends.  I was fiercely loyal to them and everyone outside our set was viewed with childish suspicion.  In the upper grades I was introduced to a curious form of human diversity called “girls”.  I was at once attracted to and repelled by them.  I would seek the community of symbiotic relationship with a girlfriend only to sabotage the relationship soon after.


Since community in school was impossible for me, I sought it again in Cub Scouts, then Boy Scouts and then Demolay, a Masonic, fraternal organization.  In these I didn’t fare much better.  Then I dabbled in church for a while.  I joined the Presbyterian Church hungering for community.  Community may have been there, but I wasn’t up for community (when I joined that church, they gave me a three-inch thick packet of member’s materials.  I remember glancing over them while sitting on the toilet one day, and then “filed” them, never to be looked at again).

Then I entered the work place.  My early jobs were a jumble of strife and competition.  Power bosses strutted and scolded.  Fellow employees gossiped and gibed. Community eluded me.


I sought community in family again.  First, a wife and then children.  How Sally and I managed to stay together in the “community” of marriage God only knows.  I had no relationship skills and became a tyrant over my little family.  For twenty-five years we lived together in a sort of peacefully stale coexistence, interrupted occasionally by one of my “mixed signals”, rage attacks, hopeless double binds, or guilt-inducing manipulations.  I ruled over my illegitimate family hierarchy like a tyrant/king over his whipped people.    

 In the early days of my family, I joined a crazy-making church.  Now I see that I was a “set up” for such a church.  It’s mode of black and white, all or nothing thinking, the authoritative power of its preachers, offered structure to counter the anarchy and chaos in my troubled inner life.  Along with all the spiritual drunkenness this church provided (it carried me on a twenty-five year long delusional binge), I found another friend.

It was love at first sight, what I was seeking after all these years—community and real relationship.  At least it felt that way. Alcohol made me feel good, more connected and even more grandiose than usual.  Later on alcohol started coming around to bite me in the ass, but I found it impossible to end the relationship. I had “bonded”—become emotionally attached—I still loved it no matter how many times it beat me up. I could always count on it to give me that initial grand euphoric payoff.  To hell with the hangover consequences.  My substitute for community, my “friend” Alcohol would reward me with an hour of euphoria after a quick minute of drinking.  Later in my relationship with alcohol I would have to drink for an hour to get a minute of euphoria: after a twenty-five year love affair with alcohol our “relationship” had begun to crumble.  And then all hell broke loose.

I had received a piece of the life of God at baptism as a baby.  In the sacrament of baptism, God parachuted behind enemy lines and I’ve been walking around for 58 years with him in my head, though it seems he had rarely showed his face in my first 45 years of life.  In 1987 he began to show his face.


I didn’t know it then but God’s hand was on my life.  His “irrevocable” call (Romans 11:29) began its relentless process as I was summarily thrown into a “hell" of panic attacks and clinical depression.  It was, “Go to hell, do not pass go; do not collect $200 in the game of life.” The agony of it all is indescribable to any but to those who have experienced it.   I was in a prison of depression and anxiety for eight months.  

But God promises to all: “I will go before you and make the crooked places straight; I will break in pieces the gates of bronze and cut the bars of iron.  I will give you the treasures of darkness”  (Isaiah 45:2-3).  Prisoners do not “choose” their way out of prison.  They must be rescued.  The nature and character of God demand that all shall be finally rescued, according to the “due time” God has for each (thankfully, God’s word—Jesus, the Light—never returns to him without accomplishing the saving purpose for which it was intentionally sent [Isaiah 55:11].  No matter how many layers of denial, “sin” and human edifice we build on top of that Light, the Light is still there, inextinguishable).

Early AA Experience


My personal “rescue” began one evening, and according to the divine script I walked into a large room full of laughing recovering people, babblers, gods, former gods and those being made in the image of God, though I don’t believe many of them believed they were being made into such a character image.  There were signs on the walls, all terse and trite sayings, like, “Easy does it,” “This, too, will pass,” “One day at a time,” “Live and let live”, etc.  I asked myself, “What have I gotten myself into?”  The answer to that question didn’t come for several years.  What I had gotten myself into that evening was my first AA meeting and my first real experience of community.  Apparently God had brought me to the point where I was ready to receive community.

I had arrived on an empty stomach—my “depression diet”—as I call it.  There had been no desire to eat and I had already lost 15 pounds.  I walked in physically and spiritually empty but by the end of the meeting, and due to “fellowship” and “confession”—the ruthlessly honest testimony of thirty or forty ex-drunks like me, my appetite had returned and a glimmer of hope had sparked.  There was no question that the “program” worked—somehow I had finally hit spiritual bedrock. However, I did question the ostensibly shallow slogans on the wall and wondered about the use of a watered-down description of God called the “Higher Power.”

In AA I saw, and more importantly, felt community working and yet rarely did I hear the name “Jesus” mentioned.  Mostly I heard of God referred to by this strange and insipid term, “Higher Power”.  That was a bad enough copout.  But when I found out that you could fashion and form your own “higher power”, my purist Christian sensibilities were shaken and the indignation of it all almost did me in.  But the program was beginning to work for me so I put these things to the back of my mind. 

Some few in AA had no Christian experience at all, but most had been, earlier in their lives, unwillingly exposed to a Christian culture that naturally had these people soundly rejecting a form of gospel that most of the church traditionally teaches: If you are a Christian, you are “in”—everybody else is “out.”  If you are “out”, God was obviously having nothing to do with your life and if you didn’t change—“repent”—you were surely on your way to “hell” to burn forever in flames of fire. By logical deduction, such a Christian god would never be satisfied, even with the extent of your suffering, as reflected in the “forever” aspect of your hellish punishment.  Is it any wonder that these people had left the “church” and soundly rejected such a “gospel”?

I met a few Christians who were working the AA “program,” marginal members of various Christian denominations.  These had gotten their hands and heads into the “unconditional nature” of God’s love, and had somewhat of a grasp of the concept of his final, sure and complete success with regard to all of his creation.  These either explicitly understood or implicitly “felt” the words of Jesus: “It is finished.” Because of the finished work of the cross, everyone was free to “work his program.”  

The atmosphere of a healthy AA meeting is one of unconditional grace and fully free of judging—that would be “taking another person’s inventory”, as members would say.

Why AA Works


“Let’s live in the solution, not the problem” (AA Saying)


“God…is the savior of all men, especially of those who believe” (1 Timothy 4:10).

“The gospel speaks of God as he is: it is concerned with him himself and with him only” (Karl Barth).


“All men” are saved (this thought maddens some Christians).  It’s just a matter of “time.” Now, only a few are aware of that salvation. The true gospel (good news) is concerned with God “himself and with him only.” It does not depend on anything we think or do.  “Christ died for all”, including the “ungodly” (Romans 5:6), but he also made provision for the “sanctification” and the “righteousness” of the ungodly (1 Cor. 1:30).  This God has done, consistent with all of his operations, according to “gift.”  God gifts us or “grants” us repentance (see Acts 11:18 and 2 Tim. 2:25).  “Grants” is a rather weak rendering for the original Greek word, which can mean, “smite”, or “strike”—as we see in St. Paul’s conversion, said to be a “pattern” by which others would be chosen in the future (1 Tim. 1:16). It is only upon the “granting” of repentance that we can begin to make right choices.  Therefore, our “choice-making” is always subordinate to the sovereignty of God.


But in our “choice-based” Christian culture we have managed to exalt man’s so-called “free will” above God himself.  The emphasis on right choices becomes frenzied in parts of the church, due to the heretical doctrine of “hell”, or the endless torture of the enemies of God.  It has many Christians guessing and obsessing over the issue of their personal salvation. This false doctrine, more than any other, establishes an “under the law” atmosphere in parts of the church, inciting lust within gullible Christians (cp. Romans 7:5, Gal. 5:18), making true repentance practically impossible.  This church-promoted idea of “conditional grace”—deification of our personal choice-making ability—is a form of idolatry because it puts the focus on us, and not on God’s irresistible workings.

Existing in healthy contrast to this blundering “free will” way of thinking is the “faith-based” model of transcendence and operates fully within the sovereignty of God.  Christians, who have received a “measure of faith” that enables them to see the full reach of God’s salvation, now may rest in this knowledge.  They are no longer “under the law” and understand St. Paul’s words, “All things are lawful for me, but all things are not helpful.”  It is no longer an issue of what is lawful and what is unlawful—it is an issue of what works and what doesn’t. The law is no longer able to incite lust within grace-filled Christians to the same degree as those “under the law” and therefore their struggles with the flesh are not so intense.  

But “under the law” Christians, fearful of failure, become morbidly introspective, constantly focusing on their own whiteness.  These will beat themselves up over personal moral failure, spend hours with God begging for power to “overcome.”  When the full gospel can reach them, and that “God moment” (Karl Barth) occurs in their lives, then they will know that they are loved by God even when “sinning” (exhibiting destructive, dysfunctional behavior), that ultimate failure is not possible, that God is faithful when we are faithless, and that he will “grant” us repentance in “due time.”  Such a measure of grace causes the fearful phantoms of the flesh to diminish, like all idols eventually do, to their rightful size.  Though many in the church feel “under the law,” other Christians enjoy a greater measure of grace in their walk with God.  Some of these are AA members.


It is because of the unconditional nature of the true gospel that AA works.  In AA we may fellowship with God and one another free of the theological encumbrance of “hell” (which pictures terrific loss within the creation of God) and free of being “under the law.”  The grace-filled atmosphere within an AA group encourages personal accountability, confession, and makes it possible for its members to get a handle on “sin”—“character defects” in AA parlance.  Titanic struggles with the flesh are not seen in AA because the people in AA seem to have an implicit sense of the gospel that exceeds that of many in other parts of the church.

Meanwhile, God issues each of us our own form of “hardness” and dysfunction, lets it all play out through the years, and at the appointed time, comes to save each one of us. “You turn man to destruction, and say, return, O children of men” (Psalm 90:3).  Many apparently will have to wait until the next life for this “return”, but it is sure to happen, for God “has made everything beautiful in its time” (Ecclesiastes 3:11). 

             Probably none of us are psychically strong enough to grieve and work through all our issues in this life.  We will all have to “appear before the judgment seat of Christ” for these issues to be fully resolved.  That everyone is now “accepted in the Beloved” (Eph 1:6) is a true “gospel” (good news) indeed! My particular “time” for God to begin to make everything beautiful began in 1988 when I walked into that first AA meeting. 

“Now all things are of God, who has reconciled us to himself through Jesus Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation, that is, that God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself, not imputing their trespasses to them…” (2 Corinthians 5:18-19).

The true gospel involves what St. Paul calls the “Ministry of Reconciliation.” Because of the cross of Jesus, God is no longer “imputing trespasses.”  It’s “all of God”—a done deal.  If the deal hinges primarily on our “decisions” to make it happen, God help us all!  As Oswald Chambers noted: “All men are condemned to salvation.”  Paul goes on to encourage Christians who believe this to “pass it on” that others may simply come to enjoy what has already been given them.

Because it’s a done deal, most in AA simply enjoy the freedom of the program, free of all the theological baggage.  Pretty much free of judging and comparing, AA people continue to work their program, “one day at a time” (“sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof”). 


Summed up, AA works because of what God put into place a couple of thousand years ago.  Because of the cross, “it is finished” and now God “gives light to every man who comes into the world” (John 1:9). The individual stories (experiences) of its members are the “glue” that holds AA together.  The grace of God provides the power of confession (done with “ruthless honesty”) so that these stories might be told.  Next, the light of God interprets these stories within the context of redemption and reconciliation, offering hope to those who need hope. Free of all the power stuff, rules, regulations and penalties, AA exists as a completely voluntary and diverse community.  It works in unity and within an atmosphere of forgiveness, confession and divine empowerment.  AA success rests squarely on the bedrock of the Atonement.  

******

Divine Sovereignty Implicit in the AA Program of Recovery

“There but for the grace of God go I” (AA saying).


“No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him…” –Jesus


Nothing makes some Christians madder than for one to mess with their concept of “free will.”  To these people, “free will” exists as a power greater than God himself.  God cannot, or worse yet, won’t tamper with ones power of choice.  God stands helplessly by while people “decide” their own destiny.  God is powerless to foreordain any future right choices he would have us make.  Oswald Chambers, under the heading, “The Perversity of Will Worship” writes, “Paul warns of the things which ‘have indeed a show of wisdom in will-worship’ (Col. 2:20-23 KJ), the idea that you are sufficient to govern yourself.  We have got out of conceit with Nietzsche’s phrase, ‘the power to will’—if I have enough will I can do it” (Shade of His Hand).


Now personally, I don’t believe the Bible puts such a priority on our power of “free choice.”  John Calvin (and others) rediscovered what the Bible calls “election” (but he jumped the track on “limited atonement”).  That is, according to the “God moment” in the lives of each of us, we are irrevocably “called” to God (see Romans 11:29).  This way, none of us can boast in our ability and gumption to choose correctly—the glory goes to God instead.  He states that his choice and will is that he be “the savior of all men.”  The operations of that “God will” are inexorable.


All AA’s implicitly recognize the meaning of Psalm 146:7: “The Lord sets the prisoners free.”  Prisoners do not “choose” their way out of prison: “I will break in pieces the gates of bronze and cut the bars of iron” (Isaiah 45:2).  AA’s know in their heart of hearts that God did all the initiating and provides all the follow through. In other words, ones “free choice” is always subordinate to the sovereignty of God. Only God has absolute “free choice.”  And God’s choice and will is that he be the “savior of all men”.

By the miracle of divine intervention, the prisoner of alcohol was finally set free; that is, given the power of choice to begin to make right choices.  There are now many avenues of choice open to the person “granted” repentance by God.  The main choices expressed in the AA program are shown in the Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions of AA.  To those alcoholics not yet blest in this way by God, our hearts reach out and we say, “There but for the grace of God go I.” But we all share a faith that believes: for those not yet “granted repentance”, it’s just a matter of time.

The Three Legacies of Alcoholics Anonymous


“The chief inheritances of the first twenty years of Alcoholics Anonymous are the Legacies of Recovery, of Unity, and of Service.  By the first we recover from alcoholism; by the second we stay together in unity; and by the third our society functions and serves its primary purpose of carrying the AA message to all who need it and want it”  (AA Comes of Age).


As I will try to show, the implications of these three legacies are staggering.  They are rich in meaning and when understood will bless all parts of the Body of Christ.  These are the handiwork of God and have produced very good “fruit” indeed.  Though present to some degree in all churches, Recovery principles as expressed in the Twelve Steps, Unity principals as expressed in the Twelve Traditions and Service principles as expressed in both the Steps and Traditions offer the greatest concentrations of these principles I have seen in any one place.   They are undiluted as stated in the books, Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions, and, AA Comes of Age.  My short look at them seeks to address them as they apply to enhancing community.  I believe they are the keys to true community and should be of vital concern to other parts of the church Body.

I. Recovery

“Take the best and leave the rest” (AA Saying).


“Man finds it hard to get what he wants, because he does not want the best.  God finds it hard to give, because he would give the best, and man will not take it” (Geo. MacDonald)


“Finally, brethren, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is of good repute, if there is any excellence and if anything worthy of praise, dwell on these things” (Philippians 4:8, NASB).


Philippians 4:8 encapsulate the sense of AA’s “Twelve Steps.”  


I had understood something of the background of AA.  It was formed in the 1930’s by a rag-tag band of Christian losers, marginalized by society in general and the church in particular.  Alcoholism in the ‘30’s was considered moral failure and that was that.  Here was a group of moral degenerates who needed the help of God and simply did not have the power to “choose” their way into a better life.  Taking the six or seven principles of the original Oxford Group, a Christian organization existing at the time, AA’s founders Doctor Bob and Bill W. expanded the principles into twelve “steps”—a progression of principles that offer “movement” to those who were hopelessly stuck in “powerlessness.”  From the Christian Church, Dr. Bob and Bill W. “took the best and left the rest.”


When I first attended AA I noticed a striking parallel between the steps and the so-called beatitudes of Jesus.  Many have written on this parallel.  All of a sudden, the words of Jesus blazed to me with personal meaning.


“Then Jesus opened his mouth and taught them saying, ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit…’” (Matthew 5:2-3).


The Twelve Steps of AA are extrapolated principles of the Bible, a few based on the Beatitudes of Jesus.  Bill W. and Dr. Bob adopted the “steps” as taught by the Oxford “temperance” group and expanded them into a working recovery program for alcoholics. Much has already been written on these Steps.  A brief look at a few of them will also include a few corollary principles in Scripture.  Much has also been written on this as well.  I want to focus more on the “community” aspect of a few of the steps and how they model community for the Christian Church.


At this point it should be noted that we alcoholics don’t sit around in meetings, bemoaning our condition while hanging onto our sobriety by our fingernails.  Most of us have long since moved beyond the alcohol obsession and into other areas of character defect.  But powerlessness over alcohol always remains as that blessed entryway onto new battlefields addressing those defects.

*****

The Twelve Steps 


Step One: “We admitted we were powerless over alcohol—that our lives had become unmanageable.” 

Overtones of the first Beatitude are obvious.  Entry into the Kingdom of God begins with “poverty” and the “program” of AA begins with “powerlessness”.  Jesus says we are “blessed” when we finally break our necks over something.  For me it was alcohol, work-oholism, church-oholism and depression.  “Powerlessness and Poverty” form the threshold from which Jesus initiates authentic relationship with us.


Step One, “Powerlessness” and “Unmanageability” finds its Christian equivalent in Jesus’ “poverty of spirit” motif: all human beings are inherently “fallen” and in desperate need of a Savior.  Until we are called and chosen of God (John 6:44) we are “hardened”, that is, kept in denial about our fallenness.  St. Paul puts it like this: “God has committed them all to disobedience, that he might have mercy on all” (Romans 11:32). 

To defend against the sure reality of our fallen state, we erect elaborate “defenses” to maintain our “denial” over our condition.  Called “fig leaves” in the Bible, these defenses keep us “split”.  Through the call and “choice” (John 6:44) of God we begin to “integrate.”  Jesus “stands in the gap” for us and begins the process of healing the “split” within (Ephesians 2:14-15).  This happens best within an atmosphere of absolute grace.


It seems that the disease of alcoholism is a significant means by which God brings many to powerlessness and poverty of spirit.  In my first year in AA my “home group” was a “Big Book Study” that met every weekday at 5:30 PM.  I would leave work early two or three times a week and drive downtown to the Alano Club (a beautiful, old Victorian house with its many rooms made into meeting areas for small groups) in order to attend the hour and a half meeting.  No matter how depressed I was during the day, I always found relief and a sense of peace as I sat “together” with the twenty-some other powerless people in that room.  

Powerlessness, that great central, spiritual, gateway reality of Christianity in addressing and overcoming character defects, was more than an abstraction to those in the meetings.  A rich banker, wearing a seven hundred dollar suit sat by, listened to and received the wisdom of the program from a recovering black person who only had a menial job.  A doctor would listen intently to a recovering Native American, as he would speak of the curse of alcoholism on the reservation and how this was destroying community there.  All of a sudden the hierarchy and power stuff we were all involved in didn’t matter any more.  A great, pervading atmosphere of equality, peace and “togetherness” was present.  Twelve years later, it is still the same for me as I attend my home group on the mountain, the Saturday Evening Step Study meeting.

It was in AA that I first experienced community and the concept of “togetherness”. St. Paul often spoke of the “togetherness” factor, some of this recorded in his letter to the Ephesians.  In our “death” and powerlessness we find community: “When we were dead in trespasses, he made us alive together with Christ…and raised us up together, and made us sit together in heavenly places in Christ Jesus” (Ephesians 2:5-6). We connect at our points of “death” and human weakness, not at our power points.  Power separates.  C.S. Lewis wisely noted that the “opposite of love is not hate, it is power.”


Alcoholism was my main defense.  Second to it was my religious “legalism”—the delusion that I could manage my “relationship” with God through “obedience.”  Such an attempt is a “circumcision of the flesh and not of the Spirit” (Romans 2:28-29) and an attempt to “manage” God, or rule over (overrule) him.  The idea that we can please God by our obedience would be laughable if not so tragic.  Faith is the only thing that pleases God, and he supplies the faith (Romans 12:3).  The out-workings of such faith happen to manifest in obedience, but obedience on an entirely different line.


Today, my “fig leaves” include my anger.  With my anger I attempt to manage the fear underneath that it covers—the fear of facing the pain of my “original wound”—and the fear of being imperfect (sic). Somewhere early on I was damaged in my childhood development; I never received the grace necessary to understand that it is OK to be human and it is OK to make mistakes.  So, my fig leaves also include my current perfectionism and my desperate need to always be “right.”  These are some of my “weaknesses” that I “boast” in today.


Other manic defenses that we erect to defend against the insight of personal powerlessness would include grandiosity, ones “rank” within illegitimate hierarchy, the “guru” mentality, gluttony and various addictions and other “works of the flesh.”  But the point is, when God begins his “irrevocable” work of “choosing” an individual (Romans 11:29), it always manifests as a conscious awareness of powerlessness over something.  Were this not so, we could simply “choose” our way to God.  This matter is serious business—we each desperately need a Savior—and what a long while it takes God to get some of us to this place of understanding!


It is interesting to note that no AA member thinks he “chose” to stop drinking.  This “gift of repentance” was not primarily a choice, but an intervention, by grace, on the part of the “Higher Power.”  Most AA members do not know Jesus’ words of John 6:44 explicitly, but they relate to them implicitly.

Step 2: “Came to believe that a power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.”


“Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted”—Jesus 


Step One is an intolerable place to inhabit indefinitely.  Out of the krisis of Step One emerges “hope.”  Religion has insured that many will not voluntarily embrace a “God” concept.   Defaming doctrinal definitions of God have made him out to be a monster, encouraging that the traditional “God” concept should be soundly rejected.  This becomes a moral dilemma to the non-Christian alcoholic.  Religion, with its false doctrine has prejudiced the alcoholic to reject the very help he needs.  

Thankfully, God understands that many who take his name have taken his name in vain (Psalm 139:20).  It is God’s heart and responsibility to rescue each of us from these destructive definitions of him (referred to in Hosea 2:6-7 as “the names of the Baals”).  For those in AA, a “Higher Power” does the rescuing.  Many times, mainstream church teachings about God have simply not made him a “safe” enough being to approach in the traditional way.  For many, it is necessary for God to provide an initially innocuous concept of “Himself”—called a “Higher Power”—outside the normal Christian referent.  To the AA member, the fruit of Step Two and the rest of the steps is that the compulsion to drink ends.  Though the program goes on to provide relief from other character defects, this one must first be faced and overcome.


As a Christian it was to me helpful and comforting to know that it wasn’t primarily my bad choices that got me into trouble, but that God “turns man to destruction” and then says, “Return you children of men” (Psalm 90:3).  The turning point is Christ.  That God created the “Spoiler to destroy” (Isaiah 54:16), that he is the one who “creates calamity” (Isaiah 45:7), was important for me to know.  For he also “makes peace.” It’s all a part of his plan and process.  Step Two is also a process: “Came to believe…” Alcoholics “come to believe” in exciting new definitions of God and his true character.  

For the Christian, the process involves “coming to believe” that God will deliver, through Christ, from the insanity of sin.  This is accomplished according to the faith that God provides as a gift by grace.  Each person in the church is said to have a “measure of faith.”  As a part of the greater cosmic church, each AA member has a “measure of faith”, gifts, and personal experience to share.


Implicit to the atmosphere of AA is that the “Higher Power” is a completely safe person.  Definitions of him arise freely and subjectively deep from within AA members.  These are openly shared with others within the community of AA, mostly during meetings, and are based on personal experience, faith and hope.  Our personal stories in AA are the most powerful “witness” we have.  

I think this model applies also to the church.  What is authentic and believable is our story (our “testimony” in Christianese), a story of our relationship with God, how he has authentically been involved in our life.  Most everything else is “intellectualizing.”  Based on the grace of God in our lives, we can offer hope to others, encouraging them to become Christ-related.  Meanwhile, we must abandon all doctrine that paints a picture of God as being “unsafe”, unsuccessful in his pursuit of any “unbeliever”, angry or conditional.  People are able to “come to believe” to the degree that they feel the unconditional love and safety of God.  God must become the focus, that is, the exclusive object of our faith. Whereas we, in our spiritual narcissism have made the gospel all about us and our choices, “The gospel speaks of God as he is: it is concerned with him himself and with him only” (Barth).

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


This is the first “action” step of AA.  We made a decision.  The compulsion to drink has been taken from us. In Christian parlance this is an action of God who “grants repentance” (Acts 11:18, 2 Tim. 2:25). We are able to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God only as he is seen as a “safe” enough “person” to do this. Step Three involves the decision to submit to a “Higher Power” as he chooses to reveal his good nature and character to each AA member.  In steps one and two we sense and feel that “all is of God”—we may not have many answers, but we know what he has done for us and we have healthy new pictures of him in our minds.  Launching from this sure foundation, our limited choice-making ability can begin to be exercised in steps three through twelve.


Step 3 (made a decision) can only be taken because of the foundation laid in Steps 1 and 2.  Contrast this with society’s deification of personal choice making.  We try to short circuit the process by immediately pushing for right choices—before introducing them to the life of God.  Jesus says he is the life.  Only by an imparted, conscious sense of inner poverty (Step One), the receiving of the “gift” of faith (Step 2) can I authentically make a decision for good.  To do this in any other way represents will power, or what St. Paul calls “will worship” (Col. 2:23 KJ).

“Higher Power”


“For when Gentiles who do not have the Law do instinctively the things of the Law, these, not having the Law, are a law to themselves, in that they show the work of the Law written in their hearts…”  (Romans 2:14-15).



“The unbeliever may easily imagine a better God than the common theology of the country offers him” (George MacDonald)

St. Paul’s argument is that the “Gentiles” represent in figure those who, though they may not be members of any “official” Christian denomination, are never the less relating to God implicitly, by nature.  They are united to God by nature and Spirit.  As I see it, this makes them members of God’s true, cosmic church.  All AA principles are considered the “property of all mankind,” not exclusive to any particular organization, including AA.


When I first heard of God referred to as “Higher Power” I was offended at such a watered down, cop-out of a name for God.  The church had taught me that God was a “jealous” God.  A preacher named Jonathan Edwards spoke of sinners “falling into the hands of an angry God” (who was his Sunday School teacher anyway?). There was a host of other character slanders about God but they all boiled down to, you don’t mess with this god.

  
Some of the original framers of the steps and traditions of AA desired that the name “Jesus” be used instead of “Higher Power.”  After all, isn’t it true that there is only “one name under heaven by which we must be saved”, according to the scripture?  However, those with a little more wisdom saw that the name “Jesus” is a loaded word, filled with every kind of negative nuance, due to how his character and reputation were being misrepresented by parts of the Christian Church.  A “safer” name for God was needed to give every possible chance to suffering alcoholics who may have been beat up by organized religion.  Besides, is God all that interested in having us phonetically articulate the name “Jesus,” or is he more interested in us relating to the nature of the person that name “Jesus” actually represents?  Name in scripture means “nature.”  Jesus said, “Wherever two or three are gathered together in my name (nature), I will be in the midst of them.”  Now it doesn’t have to be an “official” church-sanctioned meeting for it to be “church.”  I’ve been to AA meetings with only “two or three” people attending and, always, Jesus has been there in Spirit and fellowship.

“God as We Understood Him”


“How people think about God matters.  Some concepts of God make God incredible, and result in atheism.  Other concepts make God seem remote and irrelevant.  And still other concepts of God, grounded in experience, make God the central reality in human life” (Marcus Borg).


In the early, developing days of AA before the “Big Book” (Alcoholics Anonymous) was written, a part of the society wanted “a powerfully religious document” to emerge in print.  Another group wanted “a psychological book which could lure the reader in.”  From the debate came balance and Bill W. wrote the wonderful words “God as we understood Him.” Bill W. added, “As umpire of these disputes, I was obliged to go pretty much down the middle, writing in spiritual rather than religious or entirely psychological terms” (AA Comes of Age, Pg. 17).  It is a Divine attribute to bring all to balance and this influence is seen in much AA writing.  


The grace-filled atmosphere of AA includes a trust that the “Higher Power” is able to make himself known to everyone, in his or her time, and in any way God may choose, including involvement in any organized religion. A member’s emerging new understanding of who God is remains a covert, subjective process.  No one should take on the priestly power posture of “enlightening” another member.  


I have attended Christian churches where “free choice” was enthroned and it was not possible to rest in the great sovereignty of God.  The idea that God is fully sovereign and working in the lives of all people is not accepted by most.  And yet John the Baptist says that Jesus “gives light to every man coming into the world.”   Healthier churches I have attended feel no competition from AA whatever, and see “the AA program” as “light” and just another of God’s wonderful resources.

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


The steps build on each other.  I cannot look at my moral failures successfully without first coming to a certain degree of awareness about the nature of God.  He must be seen as “safe”, available and willing to help us overcome our character defects.  Through Step Three, God has shown himself faithful to remove the compulsion to drink.  Can he be trusted to continue the process of overcoming other character defects within us as well?  The grace-filled atmosphere of AA encourages such growth.  Within this atmosphere of unconditional love, we in AA feel safe enough to abandon our defenses and become “ruthlessly honest” with ourselves.  This begins with a personal “searching and fearless moral inventory”.  We write down on paper all our character defects that come to mind.  Some of us also include, on the other side of the page, strengths and “gifts”, giving a more balanced picture.


For the Christian, this begins the  “sanctification” (spiritual growth) process.  At least, this is the Christian ideal.  For twenty-five years I was in a church that did not promote an atmosphere where I could be “ruthlessly honest” to examine my character defects.  Legalism promoted the advancement of the persona (actors mask), or “false self.” Erecting and maintaining the false self consumed an enormous amount of energy.  It also blocked my conscious involvement with my true self, where Jesus wanted to work and heal.  Thankfully, and in “due time” God simply blasted through my defenses and made me an offer I couldn’t refuse, setting me on the right track.


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


“Confess your trespasses one to another, and pray for one another, that you may be healed” (James 5:16).


The alcoholic life is egregiously isolated.  As I began my drinking career I became increasingly disconnected from others.  Alcohol served to block feelings, cure depression at the cost of alienating true friends and family.  The nature of the disease insures that it only becomes worse with time; it is unrelenting.  In recovery, not able to medicate for depression, I was forced to learn how to reach out and begin connecting with others again.  The interesting thing is that in this “reaching out” business I began to connect with others, not at my power points, but my points of weakness.  As I began to dry out I began to thaw out.  Warm relationships ensued, both in and out of AA (in wonderful irony, God used women in his rescue of me—the gender that was seen as one down from men, my former fellow patriarchal piers). Also, “safer” churches were sought out and found.


The confessional model is certainly scriptural.  In 1 John 1, St. John encourages two things, “fellowship” and “confession.”  In chapter two, verse one; John says, “I write these things (fellowship and confession) so that you may not sin.”  In what comes about as close as anything to a formula in scripture, John is giving us the answer to overcoming our dysfunctional (sinful) behavior:  Get into fellowship and start confessing!  Be connected, be real.


In the meeting rooms of AA I would listen to others “confessing” sin; that is, they would speak from their experience, faith and hope—how God saved and delivered.  Through the personal experiences of others we in the group would learn why their “character defects” did not work and how they got them into trouble.  When vulnerable confession is made, our defenses go down and we ourselves are open to the experiences and “correction” of others.  Confession also involves relating how God delivered us in spite of our weakness and bad choices.  This, too, is encouraging and promotes community.  We move closer to those who so confess.


The organized church has institutionalized, among other things, the “confessional” model.  Now, many “confess” to another while sitting in a box.  This works too, of course, because it is still “confessional” even though the “receiver” of our confession may maintain an “official” or morally superior stance.  But I prefer the more open, “ad hoc”, mutual and “lateral” nature of confession as found in an AA meeting.


When the two critical elements of “fellowship” and “confession” are missing in a Christian’s life, what is known in AA as “the dry-drunk syndrome” sets in.  This is where all the dysfunctional elements of alcoholism are present—isolation, fear, control, compulsive behavior, etc.—minus the drinking itself.  Alcoholics who try to recover on their own experience this syndrome, otherwise known as “white knuckling” it.


It should be mentioned at this point that many alcoholics have recovered without the fellowship of AA.  But the spiritual principles found in AA must be found alternatively to provide sobriety and any sense of serenity.  Christians recover in safe churches where small groups, authentic mentors, fellowship and confession are found.


Step Six:  “Were entirely ready to have God remove all these defects of character”


“It is God who works in you both to will and to do for his good pleasure” (Phil. 12:13).


AA’s know how “free” “freewill” is.  “Wine is a mocker and strong drink is raging,” the proverb says.  Wine mocked us in many ways, not the least of which was in the area of our “choice” not to drink.  Something more was needed—we could not do this on our own, even though we had every good intention and tried to make every right decision (most of us “quit” drinking hundreds of times—the challenge was to “stay quit”).  Willingness is everything and God faithfully provides the “will” to choose correctly (Phil. 12:13).


The lesson to Christians should be obvious but it doesn’t always seem so.  Many times, instead of seeing the faith-based, poverty of spirit model lived by the church in community, we see rather a choice-based, power model instead.  The first attracts and the second repels.

The fact is, everyone is ridden with countless character defects and no manner of boastful choice making is going to correct this.  Promise-keeping, vow-making, principle-enacting behavior is doomed to failure.  There is but one paradigm for lasting change: a God-granted personal sense of powerlessness quickly followed by a God-granted sense of hope.  Hope in a “power greater than ourselves.”


I will just mention the remaining six steps.  Those wishing to see how they spiritually apply to Christians should read The Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions published by AA.

In Step Seven, we “Humbly asked him to remove our shortcomings.” In Step Eight we “Made a list of all persons that we had harmed, and became willing to make amends to them all”. In Step Nine we “Made direct amends to such people wherever possible, except when to do so would injure them or others” (These steps address the “forgiveness” factor).  In Step Ten we  “Continued to take personal inventory and when we were wrong, promptly admitted it (more confession).  In Step Eleven we “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” (we seek to deepen our relationship with God).  Finally, in Step Twelve:  “Having had a spiritual awakening as a result of these steps, we tried to carry this message to alcoholics, and to practice these principles in all of our affairs” (we try to personally fulfill AA’s primary purpose and to continue in the ongoing search to better ourselves as human beings).


The book Alcoholics Anonymous adds, “Many of us exclaimed, ‘What an order! I can’t go through with it.’ Do not be discouraged.  No one among us has been able to maintain anything like perfect adherence to these principles.  We are not saints (there’s that unconscious thing again).  The point is, we are willing to grow along spiritual lines.  The principles that we have set down are guides to progress.  We claim spiritual progress, not perfection” (Chapter Five).

II. Unity


The Twelve Traditions of AA reveal the secret to diversity working successfully in unity.  All organizations have these operating in them to some degree, even as members of any particular group have them operating within them personally, according to nature.  Certainly, AA has no corner on the market regarding the principles of Recovery, Unity and Service.  But I have seen in one place more stated truth regarding these wonderful principles (Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions) than in any other place.


Step One introduces us to the great common denominator that applies to all humanity, in and out of the church.  Poverty of spirit (powerlessness to overcome a specific destructive behavior via willpower) and a general unmanageability to run one’s life, form the basis of true community.  As we have seen, we are all divided, split off from our true selves and split off from true community. God must “destroy unto salvation” (Chambers) to help us embrace an egalitarian ideal.

In Sabbatical Journey, Henri Nouwen commented on this split, and the pervasive attitude it promotes.  Quoting Luke 18:11, “God, I thank you that I am not like other people”, he observes, “No, our deepest identity is rooted where we are like other people—weak, broken, sinful, but sons and daughters of God” (emphasis mine). 


Gateway to Recovery and gateway to the Kingdom, begin not with separation from others but with ones sense of moral identification with all people.  It is the inclusive atmosphere of AA that is attractive to all concerned.  On the other hand, it is the exclusive, “separate” and morally superior atmosphere of the much of the organized church that is repugnant to so many.


Until called and chosen by God on the basis of personal brokenness, we continue to resist true community.  We may attempt to organize with others with common goals.  We may wrap our “organization” around an array of pious platitudes and noble virtues, such as “unity” and “service.”  But unless the “Lord shall build the house, the weary workers toil in vain.”  The seeds of destruction are sown even at the inception of such noble community efforts.  As long as we are divided within we shall always be divided without.


“Do you think that I have come to bring peace to the earth? No, I tell you, but rather division!  From now on, five in one household will be divided, three against two and two against three.”—Jesus 


The inclusive nature of God creates division by default in that human nature is exclusive by nature.
One of our defenses as fallen human beings is our natural tendency to separate from others to an unhealthy degree.  There’s a certain amount of healthy separation (“good boundaries,” in recovery parlance) involved when we speak of diversity working in unity.  But in the fall, we have left this ideal balance point of community and have gone too far in the direction of separation.  Nations are separate and suspicious to a fault.  So are cities, political parties, social and service clubs, and individuals.  We even separate within ourselves.

A great travesty is to see any one organized Christian church posturing as the exclusive church that Jesus built. The inclusive nature of God makes this position untenable. The church that Jesus built is unified by his Spirit—the inclusive nature of God— not by doctrinal understandings, sacraments or other rites of passage.  It is a curious thing, the sacraments of the church, intrinsically inclusive, have become to some icons of power and exclusivity.


“Come out from among them and be separate, says the Lord.  Do not touch what is unclean, and I will receive you” (St. Paul, paraphrasing Isaiah 52:11).


The inclusive nature of God desired to stretch itself and appeal to a people of hardened hearts.  Within the realm of his permissive will (not his heart) God determined to lay down the law to Israel, his people.  God himself set down the doctrine of exclusivity (St. Paul called it the “glorious…ministry of death”).  Then Jesus showed up and revealed the true inclusive heart of God.  No wonder Israel rejected him!  It is not a contradiction; but rather, transcendence.  It is all according to plan (see Romans chapters 9-11).


The economy of Israel in relation to its neighbors was one of a moral exclusivism.  It was ingrained in them—the priority of the Old Covenant was a moral one. Then came Jesus, one who cavorted with sinners and accepted them where they were.  No wonder the religious culture of Jesus’ time revolted against an inclusive concept—the true heart of God.  


With the concept of the “Body” as “Church” the priority changed from an exclusive and moral one to an inclusive and moral one.  Today, in the Christian economy, what is unclean is exclusivism.  Because of the cross, Christians, rather than separating, should morally identify with non-Christians.  St. Paul sums it up when he says of the two groups, “There is no difference”, morally speaking (Romans 3:22).  Rather than morally judging sinners, Christians can now morally identify as no different than those “outside” the church.

Henri Nouwen wrote, “Jesus created divisions, but I have chosen to believe that these divisions were the result not of intolerance or fanaticism but of his radical call to love, forgive and be reconciled” (Sabbatical Journey).  Jesus has purchased for us the freedom to be inclusive and it is this freedom that operates in AA—all according to “the measure of Christ’s gift.” It is within this inclusive, grace-filled new “kingdom” that moral progress can be made.  


“But to each one of us grace was given according to the measure of Christ’s gift. Therefore He says, (St. Paul, quoting from Psalm 68:18) ‘When He ascended on high, He led captivity captive, and gave gifts to men’”. 

 AA holds dearly the gifts that it has been given.  Primarily, they are used to get and keep drunks sober.  But the ramifications of these gifts far transcend the issue of sobriety.  When understood and applied, these gifts show the way to all spiritual recovery.  The wise have used them to sober up spiritually, and to remain sober. The Traditions of AA produce the unity that is within the AA organization.

*****

The Traditions of Alcoholics Anonymous.


Tradition One: “Our common welfare should come first; personal recovery depends upon AA unity.”


The opening sentence under Tradition One in the “Twelve by Twelve” book is, “The unity of Alcoholics Anonymous is the most cherished quality our Society has.  Our lives, the lives of all to come, depend squarely upon it.  We stay whole, or AA dies.  Without unity, the heart of AA would cease to beat; our world arteries would no longer carry the life-giving grace of God; His gift to us would be spent aimlessly…”  (Can we lay this template on the church and see why it is in such disarray?).


All the Traditions contribute to unity.  Tradition One simply states the unity priority—that all good work accomplished and good work to come hinges on this vital principle of unity.  But this unity does not come at the cost of the “diversity” working within it.  The Twelve Steps to recovery are “suggestions” and the “Twelve Traditions which guarantee AA’s unity contain not a single ‘Don’t’.  They repeatedly say ‘We ought…’ but never ‘You must’” (Ibid. pg. 129).


With this kind of individual license, newcomers are amazed that such an “erratic band of alcoholics” could exist in peaceful unity.  The following Traditions show how.


Tradition Two.  “For our group purpose there is but one ultimate authority—a loving God as he may express Himself in our group conscience.  Our leaders are but trusted servants; they do not govern.”


AA meets the challenge of “illegitimate hierarchy” head on.  There is no priest-craft mentality within its organization, no ascending echelons of distinction and power.

“Group Conscience”


“Go to the ant…consider her ways and be wise, which, having no leader, overseer or ruler, provides her bread in the summer, and gathers her food in the harvest” (Proverbs 6:5-8).


For all of my life, my relationships with others in various groups have been contaminated with competition laterally and priest-craft vertically.  Power parents at home, power teachers at school and power priests at church.  That’s just the way things are in this imperfect word, so it is no wonder that my relationships with my fellow peons involved competition and a vying for power too.  


Illegitimate hierarchy is everywhere.  Every organization is shaped like a pyramid and has its single guru at the top. As the pyramid forms out and down, priests occupy strata and share in various degrees of power.  Toward the base of the pyramid exist the common people, usually not concerned about, or unable to achieve, power. Common people like you and me at the bottom of the pyramid can only deride the higher ups as “big wigs”, high mucky mucks (barnyard manure), or “the big cheese” (and other demeaning verbiage). George Orwell wisely noting this human, dysfunctional tendency to erect the Towers-of-Babel kinds of illegitimate hierarchy had the ruling pigs proclaiming in Animal Farm, “Some animals are more equal than other animals!”


Existing in healthy contrast to all this is the “government” of AA.  One does not officially “join” AA.  It’s an implicit, spiritual thing that happens, a voluntary submission to the greater good of the group.  There are no leaders to impress, no power offices to ascend to.  Recovery is a serious business and there is simply no time for all the power nonsense.


The government of AA is shaped like an inverted pyramid with AA groups and their individual members on the top.  Descending down the pyramid (and “up” in service) we find offices like General Service Representative (GSR) and District Committee Member (DCM).  Finally, at the bottom, and serving all above is the General Service Office and the Trustees, a rotating group of people, a cross-pollination of alcoholics and non-alcoholics.  There is no guru at the “top.”  To give you an idea of how loose and fluid the AA organization is, I’ve “belonged” to AA for twelve years and yet in doing research for this piece, had to look up the data concerning AA’s organizational stuff.  Even now I couldn’t tell you who the “head” of the society is because there is none.  I couldn’t tell you who the power people are, because there are none.


The individual AA group existing at the “top” of the inverted pyramid has no permanent leader. Within group meetings, its always-shared facilitation as each member might “facilitate” the meeting on any given day.  The “leader” for the meeting and the members alike never don the power, or priestly role.  No one assumes the position of an educationally empowered, morally superior teacher.  No one shows up at the meeting with a planned agenda, “inspired insight” or “teaching”, to give to the group.  If they do, the members patiently endure it until that member gets it all out of his system.  AA members are also free to live the b.s. filled lives of the past.  But it seems in most cases the gravitational action of healthy community brings such a one back to balance.

Since our individual life stories are all that we authentically possess, each member merely shares his own “faith, hope and experience” with other members of the group.  Group members pick and choose those things helpful according to “ears to hear and a heart to perceive.”  Not to say there’s never any nonsensical babbling in a meeting; members just “take the best and leave the rest.” No individual makes a decision in the group.  If a decision has to be made it is a consensus decision.  It’s truly a thrill to see the “Great Spirit” (as some of the Native American members might phrase it) working within the group—watching a “decision” or “policy” coalesce through the group community, and not by a single power person. This unique process is called “Group Conscience.”  At every level, the whole of AA operates this way.  


In contrast to the restful atmosphere of AA, is the atmosphere of Day Music Company. The problem with being on top of your own little hierarchy, as I am at Day Music, is that it’s a power position, and I wonder if I really know anybody at work.  The temptation is, if you are an employee working within the middle of a hierarchy, to project the “persona” or, “false self.”  Hence, employees tend to “please” me, some are hopelessly co-dependent, and if I happen to be on a particular power rampage, all become “hyper-vigilant” around me.  How can relationship flourish in this kind of atmosphere?  I look forward to my relationship at home with Sally where there is now enough safety in our marriage that we can share some of our true selves.  And I look forward to my AA meeting on the mountain and the restful sense of equality that exists among its members.


“He who would be great among you, let him be servant of all”—Jesus

How all this is a model to the church community should be obvious.  St. Paul once commented to one of the churches, “You have as much to give me as I have to give you.”  There was a spirit of parity within the early Church.  Paul did not assume the elevated position of “Doctor” or some such other distinctive title, separating himself from the herd.  Though called an “apostle”, the term did not carry all the power baggage that it does today.  True, Paul had a specially calling and gospel from Jesus (he called it “my gospel”) but he related more to the members of the Body “in weakness, in fear and much trembling” (1 Cor. 2:3). He boasted only in his weaknesses never his strengths (except a time or two where he did this facetiously). Paul tried to instill a sense of mutuality within the early church, an appreciation of various spiritual gifts, minus the hierarchy stuff.  Even Paul’s use of the word “father” was a “lateral” term born, not out of power, but of authentic experience. 


When the organized church gets its hands on something, immediately it tries to “institutionalize” it.  This gives a sense of power and control.  As a result, particularly within the more dysfunctional churches, various gifts and offices within them are “ranked” in ascending order and given title.  People in these churches work for degrees and aspire to offices rather than simply discovering and developing the gifts that are already at work within them, more the pattern in AA.  Certainly not all Christian colleges are Mecca’s of power and not all church office holders do so from a power position.  But if we are honest we will have to admit that this is way too prevalent within the church.  If we can hide within some higher level of church hierarchy it is possible to defend against vulnerable confession with those at the “lower levels.”  We talk about equality and unity, but how often does it work out that some within the church turn out being “more equal” than others?

Tradition Three: “The only requirement for membership is a desire to stop drinking.”

You don’t even need to be sober to join AA.  Members sometimes show up at meetings loaded and they are still accepted.


“At one time every AA group had many membership rules.  Everybody was scared witless that something or somebody would capsize the boat and dump us all back into the drink.  Our Foundation office asked each group to send in its list of ‘protective’ regulations.  The total list was a mile long.  If all those rules had been in effect everywhere, nobody could have possibly joined AA at all, so great was the sum of our anxiety and fear” (Twelve by Twelve, Page 139).




AA’s “Higher Power” very early on revealed to the group the vital connection between legalism and fear.  When the society learned to operate in an atmosphere of total grace, all fear left. “We must never compel anyone to pay anything, believe anything, or conform to anything…Who dared to be judge, jury and executioner of his own sick brother?” (Ibid.).  


The AA atmosphere of total grace encourages its members to come out of their shells and personally listen to the voice of God.  Not through a “high” priest who is speaking for God—this model is too scary, insuring that our true selves will remain enclosed—but by God himself speaking through story and experience, the faith and hope of other members.  In other words, AA promotes “personal relationship” with God, but on a “level” playing field; these transactions are all lateral and not at all “vertical”.


The application of this principle as it would apply to the church community should be obvious.  The gospel that St. Paul preached was one that made no demand whatever on its hearer.  Only Paul among the apostles spoke of justification of the sinner and the fact that God was already “conciliated” to him (2 Cor. 5:19).  Based on the atmosphere produced by these magnificent doctrines, sinners are “free” to choose to be “conciliated” to God, making for reconciliation.  There can be no strings attached for this to work within the church community.


But notice what actually does exist in many official churches: the choice-based model has mostly replaced the faith-based model of sanctification.  The efficacy of the cross cannot touch a person until “ratified” by ones free choice.  We humans have the final word on this matter, not God, who apparently holds his breath and wrings his hands in anticipation, hoping that potential believers will make the right choice.

In some churches, levels of understanding and belief must be evidenced before full “membership” can be attained.  In an attempt to force this to happen, sometimes membership classes are required and must be fully completed before membership is officially granted.  The church wants to insure that any prospective member be accepting of the particular doctrinal dogma that church promotes.  “You don’t accept all the tenets of our denomination?  We might let you attend our church and sit on the sidelines, but you are not yet one of us.”  


This kind of nonsense seeks to promote relationship based on shared power, not on shared poverty and brokenness.  How many people have lost heart by having to confront a maze of qualifying doctrine, catechisms, confirmations and membership classes?  AA has learned the sense of St. Paul’s argument as presented in Romans chapter two: the taking of another persons inventory plainly doesn’t work. “The only requirement for membership (should be) a desire to stop sinning.”

Tradition  Four: “Each group should remain autonomous except in matters affecting other groups or AA as a whole.”


This tradition tweaks the whole AA organization.   Its hierarchy-busting nature diffuses central power, focuses the priority on the local group so that it can accomplish AA’s central purpose.  “Sobriety had to be its sole objective” (Ibid.).  There is great grace seen in this Tradition as well.  No central authority monitors the actions of local groups—they are autonomous.  “Any two or three alcoholics gathered together for sobriety may call themselves an AA group provided that as a group they have no other affiliation” (Ibid.).  Such an organizational structure calls for a lot of grace and trust that the “Higher Power” is able to maintain unity within the AA organization by his Spirit. With “illegitimate hierarchy” unable to exist, the focus of trust moves from a priest-craft mentality to God himself and his ability to maintain unity through his Spirit.  

Tradition Four implications for the church should be apparent.  Jesus said, “Wherever two or three are gathered in my name (nature) there I will be in the midst of them.” Ideally, all Christians ought to be united by virtue of the nature (Spirit) of God within.  It should be “all of God” and “all of grace.”

Tradition Five: “Each group has but one primary purpose—to carry its message to the alcoholic who still suffers.”

“‘Shoemaker, stick to thy last!’…Better do one thing supremely well than many badly.  That is the central theme of this Tradition. Around it our Society gathers in unity.  The very life of our Fellowship requires the preservation of this principle” (Ibid.).

AA is not diffused and weakened by a multiplicity of moral causes.  Though the various “character defects” of its members are confronted and dealt with within AA, all of this is done within the greater context of AA’s central purpose: “Sobriety had to be its sole objective.”  This focus as stated in Tradition Five has helped facilitate unity within AA.

What should be the central message of the church, facilitating unity within it?  St. Paul reduced it to: we are all forgiven sinners—still crazy—but divine help is available.  Paul states this two-pronged central message of the gospel several different ways.  One of my favorites is, “God has committed them all to disobedience, that he might have mercy on all” (Romans 11:32).


Tradition Six. “An AA group ought never endorse, finance, or lend the AA name to any related facility or outside enterprise, lest problems of money, property, and prestige divert us from our primary purpose.”


In the early days of AA, the society experimented with branching out in support of other noble causes.  This seemed logical in that the Steps of AA had done so much good in dealing with the alcoholic’s compulsion to drink.  Why not apply these principles to other endeavors?  AA hospitals were envisioned and educational programs were undertaken.  The grandiose alcoholic mind dreamed many dreams of further outreach.  Many alcoholics are clinically depressed.  Why not support groups for depressives and paranoids?  AA could enter politics and press for legislation to recognize alcoholism as a disease.  Because the average alcoholic is a “bankrupt idealist” who could swing from the stars and end up in the dirt of discouragement in about two minutes, it took a while for AA to come to balance on this point. The primary purpose of sobriety must be maintained lest the effectiveness of the program be diffused and made ineffective.


The lesson for the church on this point should also be apparent. St. Paul had reduced his theology to two great priorities.  He wanted to hear nothing among the saints but “Jesus Christ and him crucified.”  And he also wanted to know the true nature of God, or put another way, the “power of his resurrection.”  The gospel that Paul had received “by no man”, but by Jesus Christ himself, is really quite simple.  We are all sinners, fully forgiven independent of any belief or action on our part; and, divine help to overcome our crazy-making behavior and unbelief is available for the simple asking. 


But the church has become hopelessly mired in moral causes.  Twiggy doctrinal differences separate denominations within the church, rendering it a laughingstock to many outside of it.  The church ought to be united in the central purpose of conveying its “good news” to hurting people.  The guilt trips and threats of “hell” must go.  These things put the focus on us, and what we do, instead of on God and what he has done for us.  Preachers could preach forever on the cross of Jesus Christ and never run out of material.  The principles of Unity as stated in the Traditions will go a long way in encouraging the church to produce for the world a unified message of “good news.”

Tradition Seven: “Every AA group ought to be fully self supporting, declining outside contributions.”


Dysfunction supreme always happens at the centers of power, at the “official”, institutional and “organized” end of things.  It is true that in God’s economy, we even learn valuable lessons within the darkness of illegitimate hierarchy (Isaiah 45:3). It is from these dark power centers that we are launched into the true spiritual economy.  True spirituality—what works and what doesn’t work within community—seems to happen at the margins, at the outposts of human experience.  This is key to AA’s success in the areas of Recovery, Unity and Service.


AA learned decades ago to decline outside contributions: “If outside donations weren’t declined, absolutely cut off, then the Foundation would one day become rich” (Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions, page 164).  “Its trustees might be tempted to run things without reference to the wishes of AA as a whole.”  With a rich treasury, the trustees would surely be tempted “to invent all kinds of schemes to do good with such funds, and so divert AA from its primary purpose.”


It was felt that AA must always stay poor.  “To people familiar with endless drives for charitable funds, AA presented a strange and refreshing spectacle” (Ibid. pg. 165).  This model “generated a wave of confidence in the integrity of AA…the irresponsible had become responsible, and that by making financial independence part of its traditions, AA had revived an ideal that its era had almost forgotten.”


How might the church be better structured that would discourage concentrations of power and money?


Tradition Eight.  “Alcoholics Anonymous should remain forever nonprofessional, but our service centers may employee special workers.”


Tradition Eight represents a wonderful polarity.  “AA will never have a professional class.  We have gained some understanding of the ancient words, ‘Freely you have received, freely give.’  We have discovered that at the point of professionalism, money and spirituality do not mix…every time we have tried to professionalize our Twelfth step, the result has been exactly the same: Our single purpose has been defeated” (Twelve by Twelve, pg. 166).


Attempt was made to establish a class of “professionals” to help alcoholics. “Almost no recovery from alcoholism has ever been brought about by the world’s best professionals, whether medical or religious.  We do not decry professionalism in other fields, but we accept the sober fact that it does not work for us…we had agreed that the Twelfth Step could not be sold for money” (Ibid.).
Temptation can be fierce at the professional level.  Professionalism can be a power thing laced with an intellectualizing, “fix it” mentality.  


On the other hand, “Our service centers may employee special workers.” Desperate phone calls for help must be answered, literature must be sent out.  The balance point in this Tradition Eight polarity is just the right amount of administration. And it is an administration that truly serves the groups and individuals above it.  Those who serve in this capacity know they are “one step removed” from the solution.  They recognize their humble role as only “making it possible” that real recovery work—one alcoholic sharing his story with another alcoholic—can be done.

This tradition serves to cause the average AA member to “feel the weight” of his responsibility in AA’s outreach effort—there’s no professional class to defer to.  A suffering candidate for the AA program simply can’t be “shoved upstairs.”


The church can learn from this.  Can churches be encouraged to operate with all leaders embracing a “non-professional” spirit, one that ministers primarily from personal experience?

Tradition Nine: “AA, as such, ought never be organized; but we may create service boards or committees directly responsible to those they serve.”


Tradition Nine seems to be an extension of Tradition Eight.  It poses another polarity: “It is clear now that we ought never to name boards to govern us, but it is equally clear that we shall always need to authorize workers to serve us.  It is the difference between the spirit of vested authority and the spirit of service, two concepts which are sometimes poles apart” (Twelve by Twelve, Pg. 174).


There is something about the alcoholic mind that can see right through the sham of illegitimate hierarchy.  “AA has to function, but at the same time it must avoid those dangers of great wealth, prestige, and entrenched power which necessarily tempt other societies” (Ibid.).  People in AA do obey spiritual principles for it is in doing this that individuals may survive and “grow along spiritual lines.”  Also, this obedience insures the safety of the group and AA as a whole.  Where “power to direct or govern is the essence of organization everywhere,” AA remains united by a great sense of equality, humility and mutual surrender.  St. Paul calls this “submitting to one another” and “preferring one another.”


Individual members “surely won’t take orders” from each other, “but this doesn’t mean an AA won’t take advice or suggestions from more experienced members” (Ibid.)  AA’s simply cannot be dictated to—it plainly does not work.  But mutual submission is evidenced everywhere in AA.  The beauty of how this actually works out is seen in the relationship between the member and his “sponsor”, which we will address later.


AA reminds me of what the early church must have been like before it became centralized, institutionalized, professionalized and hierachasized.  Often, early “churches” met in small groups within homes.  Community was more intimate.  Church members fellowshipped and confessed as they looked into each other’s eyes—all within the circle and sanctity of a small group.  The church has long since surrendered to the Greek, theatre model where members view, through the backs of heads, a power person lecturing from an elevated position. “Elevation” is practical, symbolic and vital to this form of power teaching.  Interestingly, this model is seen more in ancient Israel than in the early church (see, for example, Nehemiah 8:4)


Thankfully, the church is rediscovering the wonder and power of the “small group”, with shared facilitation, “mirroring” and a grace-filled atmosphere that enables the “ad hoc” nature of the Spirit to take the thing where he wants it to go.

Tradition Ten: “AA has no opinion on outside issues; hence the AA name ought never be drawn into public controversy”. 

Over a hundred years ago the Washingtonians existed in many ways like AA today.  Its membership consisted of drunks helping drunks.  As long as this was its central purpose, the organization flourished.  Then outside influences began to use the group for its own ends.  Abolition of slavery, a noble goal, became an issue within the Washingtonians and began to divide it.  Later, temperance crusaders began to use and divide the group further.  Today, it does not exist.


AA learned from this.  “As by some deep instinct, we AA’s have known from the very beginning that we must never, no matter what the provocation, publicly take sides in any fight, even a worthy one” (Ibid. pg. 176).  “…This reluctance to fight one another or anybody else is not counted as some special virtue which makes us feel superior to other people.  Nor does it mean that the members of AA, now restored to citizens of the world, are going to back away from their individual responsibilities as they see the right upon issues of our time.”  The point is, AA has a central purpose: to be there for the alcoholic who suffers.


St. Paul repeated the central purpose of the church.  He said that he did not want to hear anything among the church but “Christ, and him crucified” and he wanted “to know the power of his resurrection.” He had no time for moral crusades.

The church today suffers from a great diffusion of beliefs and causes.  St. Paul’s great priorities of the crucified Christ and “the knowledge of him and the power of his resurrection” have mostly been lost on the church.  In their place have risen myriad priorities, few of which touch on the two great priorities extant in the church two thousand years ago.  Hence, great controversy, manifesting as schism and denominationalism, has existed within the church community for this length of time.


Today, we have whole denominations that were founded on “method,” style of church government, the names of its founders, and peculiar doctrine.  Some churches even claim to be the only true church  (such exclusivism is alien to the nature of God and some churches have therefore shot themselves in the foot on this point, right out of the gate).  Happily, the Spirit of God has been moving to unite the church once again by re-establishing the Pauline priorities.  Such organizations as Promise Keepers and Women of Faith are testimony to this, as well as various ecumenical efforts.


Implicit in the Pauline priorities are the reach of redemption, restitution and the reconciliation of all.  The early church understood this and the universality of God’s success in reclaiming and restoring all of his creation was a major part of the gospel as they preached it.
  Because the church is fragmented today, the version of the good news preached by most is in error, or is incomplete.  “Gospel” as preached today is a loaded word.  It means: Good news for some, terrible news for most.  But the point is, lack of focus in goal and purpose has produced the aberration. Again, AA unity shows the way for the church.

Tradition Eleven. “Our public relations policy is based on attraction rather than promotion; we need always maintain personal anonymity at the level of press, radio and films”


AA has no membership drives nor does it employ novel devices to gain members.

Promotion stinks.  We are jaded to the media onslaught of advertising.  Lying exaggeration is normal.  Boasting and competition are everywhere in the commercial world.  “Weary of pressure selling, spectacular promotion, and shouting public characters, John Q. Public is refreshed by our quietness, modesty, and anonymity.  It may well be that he feels a great spiritual power is being generated on this account—that something new has come into his own life” (The Language of the Heart—Bill W. Grapevine Writings).  
The concept of “attraction rather than promotion” is profound indeed. No one appreciates a sales “angle” or “hook.”  Such a posture fails to respect and equate with others as it assumes a power position.  Promotion involves the compulsive need to always be “right” (which usually is cover for the fear that one might be wrong). On the other hand, “letting ones light shine” is a concept as old as Jesus.


As this Tradition might apply to the church: The effect of “gospel” (good news) is a simple manifestation of the “divine nature” in ones life. “Gospel” ought to be the natural result of an authentic and Godly work done within an individual, who turns out “bearing a strong family resemblance to Jesus” (Chambers).  Such a life should be an “attraction” to others. We gravitate to those who have had truly authentic “conversion” experiences, involving perhaps even a positive personality change.  Such regenerative work is “Christ in us, the hope of glory”—hope for ourselves and hope for others. We move toward those touched of God—who have had a “change of heart.”

Tradition Twelve. “Anonymity is the spiritual foundation of all our traditions, ever reminding us to place principles before personalities.”

A leading reason why organizations “split” and faction off into other organizations is that the power of personality wins out over the principle at issue.  The history of the Christian church dramatically shows this to be true.  The “issue” at hand is rarely the real issue.  The issue is only on the surface; underneath there exists a conflict of powerful personalities.

Take the religious issue of the proper mode of Christian baptism.  Whole denominations have split, stomped off in righteous protest, and “reformed” over this issue.  “Sprinkling” as a method of cleansing is mentioned in Ezekiel 36:25.  However, full immersion is seen in Mark 1 as Jesus himself comes “up out of the water.”  Both methods are probably acceptable to God.  First, in examining the nature of God, we find that he is not a “hair-splitter.”  Secondly, both modes are mentioned in scripture and only point symbolically to a deeper truth.  But this principle got subordinated to the personalities involved and schism resulted.

But what if the dominant policy was anonymity and not personality?  The model of AA has shown that though there are disagreements, power-grabbing schisms never happen.  Bill Wilson observed, “The word ‘anonymous’ has for us an immense spiritual significance.  Subtly but powerfully it reminds us that we are always to place principles before personalities; that we have renounced personal glorification in public; that our movement not only preaches, but actually practices a truly humble and modest way” (Ibid.).

For years, AA had no name.  Eventually, Alcoholics Anonymous became its name, reflecting AA’s important tenet of anonymity.  Because AA is entirely grace-filled, with no rules or regulations, anonymity as policy would remain the “right of each individual or group to handle as they wish…each individual will then have to decide where he ought to draw the line—how far he ought to carry this principle in his own affairs, how far he ought to go in dropping his own anonymity without injury to AA as a whole” (ibid.). The whole idea is to avoid “a vast orgy of personal publicity” and glorification.  Again, the model is one of personal responsibility. 

“In a spiritual sense, anonymity amounts to the renunciation of personal prestige as an instrument of national policy” (Ibid).  But the principle is based on great personal need: “Great modesty and humility are needed by every AA for his own permanent recovery.” This model and principle has held AA together for seventy years without faction or schism.  

III. Service


“To keep it, you must give it away” (AA axiom)


“Freely you have received, freely give”  (Jesus)

The AA principles of service are expressed within the book, Twelve Traditions and Twelve Steps:

“Each AA group has but one primary purpose—to carry its message to the alcoholic who still suffers.  Each AA group ought to be fully self-supporting.  AA should remain forever nonprofessional.  AA as such ought never be organized, but we may create service boards or committees directly responsible for those they serve.  Our leaders are but trusted servants; they do not govern.  We try to carry this message to alcoholics, and to practice these principles in all our affairs.”

The heart of the service part of AA is stated in Step Twelve: “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.”  Part of the service, or “Twelfth Step” work in AA involves a form of mentoring called “Sponsoring.”

“Sponsoring” as Service within AA


“Whoever desires to become great among you, let him be your servant” (Jesus).


“For though you might have ten thousand instructors  in Christ, yet you do not have many fathers”—St. Paul in his first letter to the Corinthians (4:15).


St. Paul, himself a recovering control freak, was both abused and abuser within the illegitimate hierarchy of Pharisaism.  This abuse had finely tuned his radar, enabling him to pick up on subtle distinctions involving authority roles.  “Instructors” and “Fathers” both wield authority.  The question is: which works best?  So called “authorities” able to “instruct” others often do so from a “power” position.  “Fathers”, on the other hand, are more apt to be empathetic and heartfelt in their “teaching” of others, as they share from their stories and personal experience.


“Sponsoring” a new member in AA is a mentoring role, although I like the term “sponsor” more than I like the term “mentor.”  A “sponsor” may be more invested in the newcomer than a mentor.  Sponsor means “one who takes responsibility for some other person” (Webster).  It carries with it the same sense of equality and responsibility as Paul expressed to the Romans, “owe no one anything except to love one another” (Romans 13:8).


A “sponsor” in AA simply has more experience, faith and hope due to his longer tenure in the “program.”  Put another way, a sponsor probably has a longer, more developed and redemptive story to share with a new person.  It is the power of his authentic story that ordains the sponsor to his role as a “leader.”

An AA sponsor ought never to come across as a “morally superior person.”  He or she simply shares their experience, can be a new member’s confessor, and offers to the new member help with accountability.  C.S. Lewis got a feeling for this lateral form of leadership when he commented, “Think of me as a fellow-patient in the same hospital who, having been admitted a little earlier, could give some advice.”

Bill W. in dealing with the hopelessly alcoholic Dr. Bob put his finger on the essence of sponsoring.  “It was not any spiritual teaching of mine…you see, our talk was a completely mutual thing.  I had quit preaching.  I knew that I needed this alcoholic as much as he needed me.  This was it.  And this mutual give-and-take is at the very heart of all of AA’s Twelfth Step work today. This was how to carry the message.”


Sponsorship within AA carries with it this lateral sense of “reciprocity.” St. Paul conveyed this sense of moral equality when he said, “I was with you in weakness, in fear, and in much trembling” (1 Cor. 2:3).  Paul further indicates lateral relationship within the church as he holds up the ideal to “prefer one another…submit to one another” (Rom. 12:10, Eph. 5:21).  He also states, “You have as much to give me as I do you” (Rom. 1:11-12, The Message).  All these scriptures are implicit within the term, “AA sponsorship.”

*****

Afterthoughts


The many splintered, official organizations comprising the Christian church, represent a magnificent display of what doesn’t work.  But in God’s economy nothing is ultimately lost.  God gives us his “treasures of darkness” (what doesn’t work) that we may come to know his true nature and character. Many saints have endured dark church experiences over the millennia for just this purpose.

 
All the gold nuggets of AA have been mined out of the rocky landscape of a 2000-year old Christian culture.  The synthesizing and application of these principles have produced an organization of people who are successfully experiencing community, with diversity working in unity.  That such a diverse, dysfunctional group as we AA members are, should be inheritors of such grace and truth, never ceases to amaze me.  Most members are peacefully oblivious of this inheritance.  And rightly so: with our grandiose, alcoholic minds we would no doubt otherwise end up being proud about it.

________


The other evening at my AA “home” group on the mountain we were discussing the eleventh tradition involving attraction rather than promotion.  While I was listening to the others speak, I was also thinking about one of my alcoholic sons and his history of going in and out of treatment.  He has been an enigma to me, as he has avoided and resented the AA program and continues to “act out” his destructive behaviors.  I’ve stewed about this for a number of years.  

When it came my turn to speak, I mentioned my son and my desire to see him accept the healthy program of AA.  Making myself an exception to the principle of Attraction vs. Promotion, I stated that as a father, I wear two hats.  As a member of AA I hoped my example would be an attraction to my son.  Pontificating further, I said that as a father I had “special privilege”, excepting myself from the “attraction” principle at this point.  Being a father, I had felt the need to also “encourage” my son in the program of AA, telling him to “hit it hard and stay with it.”


No one “corrected” me on my stance, of course. But later, Penny spoke.  She spoke from her heart and experience.  Of her two alcoholic children, she had “promoted” AA to one and the other she had not.  With the second child she had left the promoting to God and surrendered to the idea of simply living an “attractive” life.  One of her kids is still drinking and using, the other ended up in AA and is recovering nicely.  Guess what kid responded to which approach.  Thanks Penny.  Personally “corrected,” I closed my eyes and sat in gratitude. 

Ah, yes…Come, Lord Jesus!
*******

� See “Universalism, Prevailing Doctrine of the Christian Church During its First Five Hundred Years, JW Hanson
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