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Oh God of second chances and new beginnings, here I am again.
In Exodus this morning we hear the Israelites complaining: “If only we had died by the hand of the Lord in the land of Egypt, when we sat by the fleshpots and ate our fill of bread;
“for you have brought us out into this wilderness to kill this whole assembly with hunger.”

In other words: “Why’d you free us? Sure we were slaves … but it wasn’t that bad. At least they fed us.”

And then the manna from heaven comes down and, over time, we know that some will complain: 

“Is this all we get? For this we left Egypt?” 

And now we know what whine goes with manna.

The thing is, we all whine.

Why can’t I do that? I wanna!

Why do I have to do this? I don’t wanna!
Or, in my case: “Why do I have to stop drinking? I don’t wanna!
And in my case it’s because I have a disease called alcoholism.

Hi. I’m Stef, and I am an alcoholic… I am a drunk, a slur-my-words, embarrass-everyone, wet -my-pants, and pass-out kind of drunk. 
My sobriety date is September 2, 1987, which means that through the grace of God, the 12 Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous, and the Fellowship of AA, I have been sober: no booze, no beer, no drugs, no recreational chemistry – not even a medicinal brownie – for 30 years.

This is Recovery Sunday, celebrating the recovery of the millions of women and men who were once trapped and locked in by alcoholism, addiction, and co-dependence. It is also a sign of the hope that exists for those who are still suffering.
Other recovery groups are based on AA’s 12 Steps: NA, Narcotics Anonymous; AL-Anon, for the family and friends of Alcoholics; GA, Gamblers Anonymous; OA, Overeaters Anonymous; Cocaine Anonymous, Pills Anonymous, Marijuana Anonymous, Sex and Love Addicts Anonymous, Opioids Anonymous … the list goes on.

I also qualify for Al-Anon: In my family alcohol was one of the major food groups. And then there’s NA. I never met a Valium, a Halcion, or a Xanax that I didn’t like. My focus, however, is on my primary addiction: booze. I’m a drunk. I’ll always be a drunk. I happen to be a sober one… today, and today is all I have, and all I can deal with. 
I’ll deal with tomorrow when tomorrow becomes today. 

AA is an international fellowship of men and women. It is apolitical, nonprofessional, self-supporting, multiracial, and operates in about 170 countries. There are no age or education requirements.  It is open to anyone who wants to do something about their drinking. There are no membership cards or lists. It is anonymous at the level of press, radio, film, and the Internet, but not at the level of friends and family. And for me, St. Paul’s is family.
Anonymity is personal. There are a number of parishioner in various 12-step programs. Some are open; others – for reasons professional or personal – are not. I may break my own anonymity, but never theirs. 

By the way, should I start drinking again it would not be because A.A. failed me. It would be because I failed A.A. It could happen if I break my conscious contact with God, if I stop working the Steps, if I stop going to meetings, if I stop cooperating with my God, the source of my first day of sobriety 30 years ago, and of every single day since then, including today. That’s 10,978 days … give or take a leap year. 
By the way, there are 200 A.A. meetings a week in Bakersfield, several here at St. Paul’s, and there’s A.A. literature in the back of the church.
I still go to AA with 30 years of sobriety because while I might not always remember the shame and pain of my own drinking, I see the shame and pain of the newcomer, which reminds me of what it was like, and that I'm only one drink away from diving back into it.
The standard 12 Step meeting sharing format is quite simple: what it was like, what happened, and what it is like now. The focus is on the 12 Steps, and that’s what I would like to talk about today. 

Since this is church, I would like to point out that the steps and spirit of the program runs through scripture. The disease is there, too. I am talking about the 23rd Proverb: not the 23rd  Psalm, the 23rd Proverb:
Who has woe? Who has sorrow? Who has contentions? 

Who has complaints? Who has wounds without cause? 

Who has redness of eyes? 


Those who linger long at the wine, 

Those who go in search of mixed wine.
Do not look on the wine when it is red, When it sparkles in the cup,
When it swirls around smoothly; 

At the last it bites like a serpent, And stings like a viper.


Your eyes will see strange things, And your heart will utter perverse things. Yes, you will be like one who lies down in the midst of the sea, Or like one who lies at the top of the mast, saying: “They have struck me, but I was not hurt; They have beaten me, but I did not feel it.


When shall I awake, that I may seek another drink?”
How many of you are actually mentioned in the bible? 

The first three steps deal with our Higher Power, God; not God defined by a church, God as we understand him. This lets us develop our own understanding of God as a basis for a relationship with Him. or Her, or, in the case of a sober pagan friend of mine… them. 

Step 1: We admitted we were powerless over alcohol—that our lives had become unmanageable. 
Feel free to replace the word alcohol with heroin, meth, cocaine, tobacco, your spouse, your kids, your parents, the Internet, sex, opioids… whatever.  For me it was booze, preferably scotch. 
I will not even try to explain the compulsion, the craving, the obsession, the hole in my soul. People with long strings of letters after their names have written thousands of books on the subject, and I ain’t in their league. 
I’m just a sober drunk who believes in miracles… because I am one. 

Step One is about powerlessness. We find it in scripture in the powerlessness of Sampson over his obsession with Delilah. 
The powerlessness of Job when everything was taken from him. 
The powerlessness of a child.  Mark writes that salvation requires our becoming like little children; powerless but with complete faith in our father. “I assure you,” Jesus says, “anyone who doesn’t have this kind of faith will never get into the Kingdom of Heaven.” 

In Second Corinthians Paul writes we cannot do anything of lasting value by ourselves. “Our only power and success comes from God.”
You can find the 12 steps in the Bible and the Bible in the 12 Steps.  And sober Muslims, Hindus, and those of other faiths say they can find the 12 Steps in their sacred texts, too.  But let’s get back to the Steps.
Step 2: Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.

That one bothered me. How dare anyone suggest I was insane.  Then I got honest. Honesty sucks. 
For example: in all honesty I had to admit that I had driven drunk, even with my kids in the car; blown money on booze; nearly destroyed my marriage, my family, and my career; done things that – had I been caught – would have sent me to prison. Sane? Not even close. 

Step 3: Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood Him.

That’s scary. I’ve always believed in God, but I didn’t think he believed in me. Actually I wanted him to forget I existed. I was taught that prayer is like a beacon scanning the heavens in a search for God. 
So I figured that if I didn’t pray there would be no beacon… and he wouldn’t be able to find me. As I said: no way could I claim sanity. 

But the real problem with Step 3 is that I had to trust God.  I went to a Jesuit boarding high school where we studied the church fathers and philosophers. That included Aristotle, who described God as pure thought thinking itself. 

Pure thought thinking itself. And I’m supposed to trust that? 
A side note. I was in all boy catholic boarding schools from the fourth grade through high school, and I was an altar boy. So I swilled a lot crappy altar wine trying to swallow  “pure thought thinking itself,”  but I never could get it to stay down.

Then we get to everyone’s favorite, Step 4: Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.

What I did … exactly what I did … to whom… and why. 

Their actions were not an excuse.  What was my part? I’m talking about lying, cheating, stealing… and the other seven deadly sins. 

This was hard, damn hard. I had to stop lying to everyone… starting with myself.

In Breathing Underwater: Spirituality and the 12 Steps, Richard Rohr, a Franciscan, writes: 
“God uses our sins in his own favor! God brings us — through failure — from unconsciousness to ever-deeper consciousness and conscience.”

I was a failure, a hopeless drunk who couldn’t stop drinking, or lying, or cheating, or stealing, and so much more. But to get and stay sober I had to find the conscience that I had drowned in scotch.

In No Man is an Island, Thomas Merton, a Trappist, tells us: “Conscience is the light by which we interpret the will of God in our own lives.” He goes on to add: 
“I cannot make good choices unless I develop a mature and prudent conscience that gives me an accurate account of my motives, my intentions, and my moral acts. The word to be stressed here is mature.”
Mature is the last word one would ever use to describe an alcoholic in the depth of his disease. 

That led to Step 5: Admitted to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs. Rohr says: 
“When human being ‘admit’ to one another ‘the exact nature of their wrongs,’ they invariably have a human and humanizing encounter that deeply enriches both sides.”

Over the years I have worked the 12 steps a number of times. I have also heard a number of fifth steps from men I sponsor. 

I was raised Roman Catholic, so I first thought my fifth step would be like confession: Recite my standard laundry list of sins and, in reply, get told how many Our Fathers and Hail Mary’s I needed. Then it’s absolution, “go and sin no more,” “see you next week.” and … “Next!” 

It’s not how it works in A.A. I remember telling something really and truly embarrassing, and disgusting, to my first sponsor. i was terrified about how he’d react. What he said was: “You, too?” 
That is where the healing started.
When I hear fifth steps I find that no one has ever done anything that I haven’t either done myself, or seriously thought about doing.  I also say: “You, too?”  
That is where the healing continues.
When we’re done I remind my friend that “We are both in the right place, right where we belong.” Let’s listen to Rohr again:
“This is the way that God seduces us all into the economy of grace – by loving us in spite of ourselves in the very places where we cannot or will not love ourselves.”
Step 6: Were entirely ready to have God remove all these defects of character.

Step 7: Humbly asked Him to remove our shortcomings.

An A.A. cliché is that if you sober up a horse thief, but he does not have a spiritual awakening, what you have is a sober horse thief. Six and seven take us to the serious business of changing our lives by asking God to do for us what we cannot do for ourselves. 

In The Soul of Sponsorship, Robert Fitzgerald’s commentary on letters between A.A. co-founder Bill Wilson and Ed Dowling, a Jesuit priest who was Bill’s spiritual adviser, Dowling writes:

“I think step six is the one which divides the men from the boys in A.A...  The sixth step says that one is not almost, but entirely ready; not merely willing, but ready. The difference is between wanting and willing to have God remove all these defects of character. You have here… the great desire of love, similar to what Chesterton calls ‘Christ’s love affair with the cross.’”

And in step seven that is exactly what we ask God to do. remove the defects that are blocking us from the sunlight of the spirit.  

Step 8: Made a list of all persons we had harmed, and became willing to make amends to them all.

Step 9: Made direct amends to such people wherever possible, except when to do so would injure them or others. 

That usually means face-to-face … looking them in the eye while you admit what you did… while not mentioning what they did to you. 
Amend means more than apologize. “Sorry” is the most overused and meaningless word in an active alcoholic’s vocabulary.  Amend means change. A historical example would be amending the  U.S. Constitution by mending what was wrong with it: like, maybe, slavery. 
Step 10: Continued to take personal inventory and when we were wrong promptly admitted it.

This is maintenance, a nightly mini-fourth step. Note that it does not say IF we were wrong. It says WHEN. We are human. We screw up.

But when do I need to make amends? If, while lying in bed, I think about my day and then go right to sleep, I am OK. If something I did keeps me awake, I need to make amends. The problem is… the longer I am sober, the harder it is to get to sleep. Actions that were once acceptable no longer are. It’s that bloody conscience Merton talks about.

Step 11: 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.

In Step three I turned my will and my life over to God as I understood Him. Step 11 reminds me – every day – to keep asking for directions.

And finally, Step 12: 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.

I would like to end this the same way many AA meetings end, with a reading from page 164 of the Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous: A Vision For You:
Our book is meant to be suggestive only. We realize we know only a little. God will constantly disclose more to you and to us. Ask Him in your morning meditation what you can do each day for the man who is still sick. The answers will come, if your own house is in order. But obviously you cannot transmit something you haven't got. See to it that your relationship with Him is right, and great events will come to pass for you and countless others. This is the Great Fact for us. 

Abandon yourself to God as you understand God. Admit your faults to Him and to your fellows. Clear away the wreckage of your past. Give freely of what you find and join us. We shall be with you in the Fellowship of the spirit, and you will surely meet some of us as you trudge the Road of Happy Destiny. 

May God bless you and keep you--until then. 
Thank you.

