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I s sue  Br ie f  #1 ,  “Ev idence  of  Hope , ”  examined  the  vo lume  of  ev idence  fo r

the  power  of  sp i r i tua l i t y  found  i n  the  l i t e ra tu re  of  the  f i e ld .  

This  I s sue  Br ie f  #2  l ooks  beyond  the  ev idence  to  the  human  exper ience  of

sp i r i tua l i t y  as  i t  has  been  descr ibed  i n  the  sc ience -based  l i t e ra tu re  on

subs tance  use  disorders  and  recovery .  

A b o u t  T h i s  S e r i e s
The  Southeas t  Addic t ion  Techno logy  Trans fe r  Cente r  (Southeas t  ATTC )  i s

repa i r ing  an  i n -depth  monograph  on  the  power  of  sp i r i tua l i t y  i n  SUD  recovery ,

schedu led  fo r  re lease  i n  Spr ing ,  2021 .   Meant  fo r  t rea tment ,  recovery ,  and

fa i th  aud iences ,  the  monograph  wi l l  of fe r  data  on  e f fec t i veness ,  wisdom  f rom

his to ry ,  and  an  abundance  of  sugges t ions  fo r  t rea tment ,  recovery ,  and  f a i th

leaders .   Meanwhi le ,  we  are  re leas ing  two  i s sue  br ie f s ,  each  of fe r ing  a  l ook  at

one  f ace t  of  the  monograph .

   

Spec ia l  thanks  to  Wil l i am  L .  Whi te ,  MA,  Mark  Sanders ,  LCSW,  CADC,  and  J .

Randa l l  Webber ,  MPH,  CADC  fo r  both  i nsp i r ing  and  rev iewing  the  mater ia l s  i n

th i s  se r ies .

That  ar t i c le  of fe red  a  s t ruc tu red  sampl ing  of  the  wide  ar ray  of  charac te r i s t i cs  and

exper iences  tha t  are  cons idered  par t  of  th i s  myste r ious  th ing  ca l led  sp i r i tua l i t y  i n

recovery .   But  l ook ing  at  tha t  s t ruc tu re  was  l i ke  l ook ing  at  an  X - ray— j us t  the  out l ine  of

a  ske le ton  sur rounded  by  whisps  and  shadows .   A  f a i th fu l  X - ray  can  communica te

enough  to  save  a  human  l i f e ,  but  not  enough  to  te l l  us  about  the  human  be ing .   So  th i s

a r t i c le  a lso  re f lec ts  the  sc ien t i f i c  l i t e ra tu re  of  the  SUD  f i e ld  but  pushes  pas t  the  data ,

to  the  human  exper ience  of  sp i r i tua l i t y  tha t  numbers  cannot  capture .

The  roo ts  of  the  subs tance  use  disorder  (SUD )  t rea tment  and  recovery  f i e lds  are  f i rm ly

p lanted  i n  s to r ies  of  human  t rans fo rmat ion ,  many  wi th  s t rong  sp i r i tua l  dimens ions .

Sc ience  has  won  our  l oya l ty  th rough  ev idence  tha t  he lps  us  choose  the  i n te rvent ions

and  approaches  tha t  wi l l  have  the  bes t  outcomes  fo r  the  people  we  se rve .   But  when

we  l ook  at  the  spect rum  of  empi r ica l l y  suppor ted  prac t ices ,  we  see  tha t  qui te  a  f ew

e i ther  of fe r ,  recommend,  or  connect  people  wi th  sp i r i tua l  resources  and  prac t ices .  

The  f i r s t  ar t i c le  i n  th i s  se r ies  c i ted  on ly  a  smal l  por t ion  of  what  Whi te  and  Laudet

(2006 )  descr ibed  as  the  “growing  ev idence  tha t  sp i r i tua l i t y  can  se rve  as  an  ant idote

fo r  subs tance  use  disorders . ” [1 ]   St i l l ,  tha t  smal l  por t ion  of  the  ev idence—25  ar t i c les ’

wor th—y ie lded  more  than  100  di f fe rent  pieces  of  measurab le  i n fo rmat ion ,  each

showing  how  sp i r i tua l i t y ,  sp i r i tua l  at t i tudes ,  and  sp i r i tua l  act iv i t i es  appear  to  make  a

mean ingfu l  di f fe rence  i n  the  success  of  t rea tment  and /or  recovery  f rom  SUDs

I S S U E  B R I E F  # 2 :

THE  EX P E R I E NCE  OF  S P I R I T U A L I T Y  I N  R ECOVERY
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There  i s  much  var ia t ion  i n  how  i nd iv idua ls ,  cu l tu res ,  re l ig ions ,  and

ph i losoph ies  def ine  or  de l im i t  mora l i t y ,  goodness ,  or  “what ’s  r igh t . ”   But  i f  we

step  back  f rom  a l l  tha t ,  we  might  see  mora l i t y  as  a  power fu l  connect ive  f i e ld  of

shared  human  respons ib i l i t y  and  accountab i l i t y ,  roo ted  i n  our  l ove  of  crea t ion

and  our  deepes t  va lues  and  concern  fo r  the  common  good .

And  i f  mora l i t y  i s  a  shared ,  connect ive  f i e ld  of  human  respons ib i l i t y ,  then—

whether  the  v io la t ion  i s  ours  or  someone  e lse ’s—we  share  i n  the  i n ju ry .

Ac t i ve  SUDs  can  make  i t  eas ie r  to  break  fundamenta l  human  norms  and  va lues .   

In  act ive  add ic t ion ,  the  bra in ’s  despera te ,  unreason ing  sense  of  need  fo r  the

drug  combines  wi th  the  drug ’s  organ ic  impa i rment  of  j udgment  and

persona l i t y .   The i r  synerg is t i c  e f fec ts  can  eas i l y  overpower  the  deepes t  va lues

and  the  s t ronges t  mora l  conv ic t ions  of  the  i nd iv idua l .   This  can  happen  wi thout

in tent ion—and  somet imes  wi thout  any  consc ious  memory—and  a l l  the  remorse

in  the  wor ld  cannot  fu l l y  mend  those  wounds .  [3 ]

The  mora l  to l l  might  i nc lude  gui l t  at  hav ing  done  “bad  th ings ”  and  the  tox ic

shame  tha t  l eaves  people  be l iev ing  they  are  “bad  people . ” [4 ]   In  some  cases  i t

inc ludes  pro found  mora l  i n ju r ies  tha t  can  tea r  people ’s  sense  of  connect ion

wi th  the i r  Higher  Power ,  wi th  the i r  f e l low  human  be ings ,  wi th  who  they  are ,

and  wi th  every th ing  tha t  was  ever  good  i n  them.  [5 ]   

M e n d i n g  M o r a l i t y
 

As  we  wonder  how  sp i r i tua l i t y  acts  as  a  hea l ing  fo rce  i n  recovery ,  we  might  f i r s t

cons ider  the  areas  of  human  l i f e  most  i n  need  of  sp i r i tua l  re l i e f .  Many  people  wi th

SUDs  car ry  a  heavy  l oad  of  t rauma  and  l oss ,  wi th  subs tances  br ing ing ,  not  j us t

tempora ry  re l i e f  f rom  pas t  and  present  pa in ,  but  a lso  the  i ngred ients  of  a  pa in fu l

fu tu re .   On  top  of  tha t  l oad  of ten  l i es  the  cumula t i ve  mora l  burden  of  a  l i f e  tha t

has  s tumbled  of f  the  path .

 

I t  i s  he lp fu l  to  cons ider  the  concept  of  “mora l  i n ju ry , ”  once  descr ibed  by

psych ia t r i s t / researcher  and  combat  s t ress  and  mora l  i n ju ry  pioneer  Wil l i am  P .

Nash ,  MD  as  “…damage  to  a  person  f rom  exper ienc ing  someth ing  tha t  v io la tes

deep ly  our  mora l  expecta t ions . ”  [2 ]

    

B e i n g  I m p e r f e c t
 

How  does  recovery  become  a  re fuge  fo r  people  who  bear  these  mora l  wounds—

wounds  tha t  are  of ten  mixed  i n  wi th  t rauma  and  l osses  tha t  s ta r ted  l ong  before

they  ever  took  re fuge  i n  add ic t i ve  subs tances?   One  answer  comes  f rom  Ernes t

Kur t z ’s  and  Kather ine  Ketcham ’s  1992  maste rp iece ,  The  Sp i r i tua l i t y  of

imper fec t ion :  Story te l l ing  and  the  Journey  to  Wholeness .   The  “sp i r i tua l i t y  of  
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imper fec t ion ”  i s  the  authors ’  name  fo r  the  fundamenta l  nature  of  recovery

sp i r i tua l i t y ,  a  sp i r i tua l i t y  tha t  they  a lso  f ind  re f lec ted  i n  many  re l ig ious  and

sp i r i tua l  t rad i t ions .

In  the i r  words :  “The  sp i r i tua l i t y  of  imper fec t ion  speaks  to  those  who  seek  meaning

in  the  absurd ,  peace  wi th in  the  chaos ,  l igh t  wi th in  the  darkness ,  j oy  wi th in  the

su f fe r ing—wi thout  deny ing  the  rea l i t y  and  even  the  necess i ty  of  absurd i ty ,  chaos ,

darkness ,  and  su f fe r ing .   This  i s  not  a  sp i r i tua l i t y  fo r  the  sa in ts  or  the  gods ,  but  fo r

peop le  who  su f fe r  f rom  what  the  ph i losopher -psycho log is t  Wil l i am  James  ca l led

‘ to rn - to -pieces -hood ’ . ”  [6 ]  

 

Recovery  ho lds  many  oppor tun i t ies  fo r  remember ing ,  s to ry te l l ing ,  se l f -

examinat ion ,  i ns ight ,  remorse ,  confess ion ,  res to ra t i ve  j us t i ce  th rough  persona l

amends ,  se rv ice  to  others ,  compass ion ,  fo rg iveness—somet imes  even  se l f -

fo rg iveness—and  hea l ing .   And  i f  i t  i s  peer -based  recovery ,  i t  takes  place  i n  a

communi ty  of  equa ls—a l l  imper fec t ,  a l l  l im i ted ,  a l l  i n ju red— j o ined  i n  mutua l

suppor t  by  the i r  common  human  l im i ta t ions ,  imper fec t ions ,  and  i n ju r ies .  [7 ]

 

Pas t  t ransgress ions  do  not  block  grace  and  fo rg iveness ,  accord ing  to  Kur tz  and

Ketcham.   They  quoted  Jung ian  ana lys t  Mar ion  Woodman ’s  asser t ion  tha t  “God

comes  th rough  the  wound ”  [8 ]  and  exp la ined  tha t  “Our  very  imper fec t ions—what

re l ig ion  l abe ls  our  ‘s ins , ’  what  the rapy  ca l l s  our  ‘s ickness , ’  what  ph i losophy  te rms

our  ‘er ro rs ’ —are  prec i se ly  what  br ing  us  c loser  to  the  rea l i t y  tha t  no  mat te r  how

hard  we  t r y  to  deny  i t ,  we  are  not  the  ones  i n  cont ro l  here .  And  th i s  rea l i za t ion ,

inev i tab ly  and  j oyous ly ,  br ings  us  c loser  to  ‘God ’ . ”  [9 ]

S o m e t i m e s  Q u i c k l y ,  S o m e t i m e s  S l o w l y

So ,  when  does  a l l  th i s  happen?   I f  the  sp i r i tua l i t y  of  recovery  i s  rea l ,  why  do  so

many  people  f ind  i t  so  e lus ive ,  so  hard -won,  and /or  so  di f f i cu l t  to  ho ld  onto?

There  i s  no  fo rmula  tha t  can  te l l  us  what  sequence  of  act ions  and  exper iences  wi l l

t ip  the  sca le  and  make  l as t ing  recovery  a  rea l i t y  fo r  a  par t i cu la r  person .   The

recovery  l i t e ra tu re  descr ibes  a  fu l l  range  of  sp i r i tua l  growth  processes ,  f rom  those

of  the  s low  “educat iona l  var ie ty ”  to  events  on  the  sca le  of  AA  co - founder  Bi l l

Wi l son ’s  i n tense  “whi te  l igh t ”  convers ion  exper ience .  [10 ]

 

Al though  the  pro found  re l i e f  of  recovery  i s  welcome  on  any  t imetab le ,  the re  i s

someth ing  par t i cu la r l y  compel l ing  about  accounts  of  sudden ,  t rans fo rmat ive

sp i r i tua l  exper iences .   “Some  exper iences  measured  i n  moments  can  fo rever  rend

a  l i f e  i n to  the  tempora l  categor ies  of  before  and  a f te r , ”  wrote  Whi te  i n  2004 ,  “and

leave  i n  the i r  psycho log ica l  wake  an  essent ia l l y  new  person . ”  [11 ]
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Wilson ’s  convers ion  cr i s i s  took  place  i n  the  depths  of  the  Great  Depress ion ,  a

t ime  of  grea t  unres t  and  conf l i c t ,  when  h is  unemployment  and  f inanc ia l  l osses

had  haunted  h is  f ami ly  fo r  years  and  h is  dr ink ing  pat te rns  had  dr iven  h im  i n to

both  soc ia l  and  psycho log ica l  i so la t ion .

The  v i s i t  f rom  h is  o ld  f r i end  Ebby  Thacher  brought  Wilson  a  message  and  a

messenger  of  hope ,  s ince  Thacher  had  managed  to  s tay  abs t inent  (so  f a r )  on

the  s t rength  of  h is  re l ig ious  and  sp i r i tua l  immers ion  i n  the  Oxford  Group .  [15 ]

Wilson ’s  break th rough  exper ience  came  dur ing  h is  nex t  hosp i ta l i za t ion  at

Towns  Hosp i ta l ,  comple te  wi th  power fu l  emot ions ,  he ightened  sp i r i tua l

percept ions ,  pro found  i ns ights ,  an  ecs ta t ic  sense  of  peace  and  re l i e f ,  and  a

rea l i za t ion  tha t  he  was  “a  f ree  man. ”  [16 ]

Af te r  many  years  spent  co -deve lop ing ,  tes t ing ,  and  teach ing  Mot iva t iona l

In te rv iewing—a  sys tem  of  co l labora t i ve  prac t ices  tha t  he lp  people  move  th rough

s tages  of  change  and  f ind  the i r  own  i ncent ives  fo r  l i f e  a l te ra t ion—Wil l i am  R .

Mi l le r  a lso  tu rned  h is  at ten t ion  to  a  phenomenon  he  ca l led  “quantum  change ” :

“sudden ,  dramat ic ,  and  endur ing  t rans fo rmat ions  tha t  a f fec t  a  broad  range  of

persona l  emot ion ,  cogn i t ion ,  and  behav io r . ”  [12 ]

I s  quantum  change  s imply  the  t ipp ing  po in t  at  the  end  of  a  l ong  and  l a rge ly

unconsc ious  change  process ,  i s  i t  someth ing  fundamenta l l y  di f fe rent ,  or  i s  i t

“both /and ”?   Accord ing  to  Whi te  (2004 ) ,  “Trans fo rmat iona l  change  (TC )

exper iences  cons t i tu te  the  most  dramat ic  but  l eas t  unders tood  mechan ism  of

human  change . ”  [13 ]

 

Trans fo rmat ive  change  can  a lso  l eave  i n  i t s  wake  a  he ightened  sense  of  miss ion

and  purpose .   Whi te  s tud ied  the  l i ves  of  seven  people  (Handsome  Lake ,  John

Gough ,  Franc is  Murphy ,  Jer ry  McAuley ,  Bi l l  Wilson ,  Mar ty  Mann ,  and  Malco lm  X )

whose  t rans fo rmat ive  exper iences  not  on ly  l i f t ed  them  out  of  act ive  add ic t ion ,  but

a l so  l e f t  them  burn ing  wi th  purpose  and  “cata lyzed  l a rger  abs t inence -based

mutua l  a id ,  advocacy ,  or  re l ig ious /cu l tu ra l  rev i ta l i za t ion  movements . ”  [14 ]

Accord ing  to  Whi te ,  the  t rans fo rmat ion  s to r ies  of  these  seven  i nd iv idua ls  a l l

fo l lowed  the  same  th ree  dis t inc t  s tages :   a )  unres t  and  conf l i c t ;  b )  convers ion

cr i s i s ;  and  c )  peace ,  re lease ,  and  i nner  harmony .  Those  s tages  were  charac te r i zed

by  f i ve  common  e lements :   1 )  i so la t ion  and  t raumat ic  discontent ,  2 )  exposure  to  a

message  and  a  messenger  of  hope ,  3 )  a  break th rough  exper ience ,  4 )  va l ida t ion  of

the  exper ience ,  and  5 )  ent rance  i n to  a  communi ty  of  shared  exper ience .  For  many

readers ,  the  most  f ami l i a r  example  might  be  Bi l l  Wilson ’s  “whi te  l igh t ”  exper ience .

1 .

1 .

1 .
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The  f i f th  e lement  of  t rans fo rmat ive  change ,  the  communi ty  of  shared

exper ience ,  was  someth ing  Wilson  was  dr iven  to  co -crea te ,  s imply  because  he

found  tha t  he lp ing  others  who  su f fe red  f rom  a lcoho l i sm  was  necessa ry  fo r  h is

own  sobr ie ty .   His  ear ly ,  somewhat  i ns i s ten t  e f fo r t s  to  i nduct  others  i n to

sobr ie ty  had  succeeded  i n  keep ing  on ly  Wilson  sober .   But  l a te r ,  i n

par tnersh ip  wi th  h is  more  humble  AA  co - founder ,  Dr .  Bob  Smi th ,  Wilson  was

ab le  to  reach  out  i n  ways  tha t  seeded  a  wor ldwide  communi ty  of  mutua l

hea l ing  among  equa l ,  imper fec t  peers .

Re lease :   “a  pro found  sense  of  be ing  f reed :  fo r  one  who  has  been  add ic ted ,

the re  i s  no  bet te r  te rm  to  descr ibe  the  remova l  of  tha t  obsess ion -compuls ion . ”

[21 ]

Gra t i tude :   “ the  exper ience  of  thank fu lness ,  the  recogn i t ion  tha t  one  has  been

g i f t -ed…apprec ia t ion  fo r  what  i s  recogn ized  as  a  f ree ly  bes towed  gi f t . ”  [22 ]

Humi l i t y :  the  recogn i t ion  and  acceptance  tha t  one  i s  ne i ther  a l l  nor  noth ing…

rea l  humi l i t y  i s  s imply  the  acceptance  tha t  one  i s  of  some  va lue ,  but  not  of

in f in i te  va lue :   one  i s  ‘not  God ’ . ”  [23 ]

1 .

E x p e r i e n c e s  o f  S p i r i t u a l i t y  i n  R e c o v e r y
 

To  make  sense  of  the  broad  spect rum  of  sp i r i tua l  qua l i t i es  tha t  researchers  have

recorded  and  s tud ied ,  we  might  l i nger  a  moment  on  the  exper iences  of  recovery

sp i r i tua l i t y  descr ibed  by  a  f ew  l i f e t ime  s tudents / teachers  of  recovery  and  i t s

l i te ra tu re .   Ref lec t ing  on  the  work  of  psych ia t r i s t  George  Va i l l an t ,  Ke l ly  (2016 )

wrote  tha t  “sh in ing  sp i r i tua l i t y  th rough  a  pr i sm  uncovers  i t s  own  mul t ip le

cons t i tuent  par ts— the  pos i t i ve  emot ions ,  such  as  gra t i tude ,  hope ,  fo rg iveness ,

ecs tasy ,  bl i ss ,  compass ion ,  awe  and  empathy . ”  [18 ]

 

In  the  f ina l  sec t ion  of  The  Sp i r i tua l i t y  of  Imper fec t ion ,  Kur tz  and  Ketcham  focused

on  s i x  recovery  exper iences  tha t  kept  showing  up  i n  recovery  s to r ies  to ld  i n  AA

meet ings :   re lease ,  gra t i tude ,  humi l i t y ,  to le rance ,  fo rg iveness ,  and  be ing -at -home.

[19 ]   “This  does  not  mean  tha t  a l l  of  [ these  exper iences ]  are  heard  i n  every  s to ry , ”

wrote  Kur tz  and  Whi te  i n  2015 .  “ I t  does  mean  tha t  j us t  about  every  s to ry

de l inea tes  and  descr ibes  at  l eas t  one ,  and  usua l l y  two  or  th ree  of  these

exper iences . ” [20 ]

Dr .  S i lkwor th  prov ided  compass ionate  va l ida t ion  of  Wilson ’s  t rans fo rmat ion  by

hear ing  and  be l iev ing  h is  s to ry ,  i n te rp re t ing  i t  as  a  sp i r i tua l  exper ience  ra ther

than  a  c l in ica l  symptom,  and  prov id ing  wise  counse l :   “Whatever  you ’ve  got

now,  you ’d  bet te r  ho ld  onto .   I t ’s  so  much  bet te r  than  what  you  had  on ly  a

coup le  of  hours  ago . ”  [17 ]

1 .
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Tole rance :   “of  course ,  f lows  f rom  ‘a l l  of  the  above . ’   I t  i s  di f f i cu l t  to  be  se l f -

r igh teous ly  j udgmenta l  when  one  i s  aware  of  one ’s  middl ing  s ta tus  as  a

rece ive r  of  the  gi f t  of  a  fundamenta l  f ree ing . ”  [24 ]

Forg iveness :  “The  oppos i te  of  resentment  i s  fo rg iveness ,  and  research  on

forg iveness  ver i f i es  i t s  sp i r i tua l  nature  i n  tha t  i t  i s  one  of  those  rea l i t i es  tha t

cannot  be  ‘wi l led . ’   As  i s  t rue  of  a l l  sp i r i tua l  rea l i t i es ,  fo rg iveness  becomes

poss ib le  on ly  when  wi l l  i s  rep laced  by  wi l l ingness :  i t  resu l t s  not  f rom  e f fo r t  but

f rom  openness . ”  [25 ]

Be ing -at -Home:   “Everyone  needs  a  sense  of  ‘communi ty ’ — the  deep  exper ience

of  be ing  i n  some  way  at  one  wi th  some  others .   Unl ike  other  communi t ies  tha t

one  may  j o in ,  ‘home ’  i s  a  place  where  we  be long  because  i t  i s  where  our  very

weaknesses  and  f l aws  f i t  i n  and  are  i n  f ac t  the  way  we  ‘ f i t  i n ’ . ”  [26 ]

Mi l le r ’s  (1998 )  ana lys i s  of  recovery  exper iences  a lso  i nc luded  severa l  of  these ,

p lus  the  exper ience  of  acceptance ,  “which  represents  a  conceptua l  oppos i te  of

t ry ing  to  take  charge  and  cont ro l .   I t  i s  a  l ong - recogn ized  sp i r i tua l  paradox  tha t

acceptance  of  the  present  opens  the  door  to  change . ” [27 ]   He  a lso  added  an

ins ight  tha t  has  proved  revo lu t ionary  fo r  the  SUD  t rea tment  and  recovery  f i e ld :  

 “There  i s  now  persuas ive  ev idence  tha t  an  accept ing ,  empath ic  he lp ing  s ty le

s ign i f i cant ly  promotes  recovery . ”  [28 ]

 

Do  exper iences  of  sp i r i tua l i t y  i n  recovery  di f fe r  across  gender  l i nes?   In  one  s tudy ,

B i ss  and  Ekmark  (2013 )  found  tha t  women  were  more  adept  than  men  at

express ing  the i r  sp i r i tua l  thoughts  and  f ee l ings .  They  noted  tha t  th i s  was  i n

keep ing  wi th  research  tha t  placed  women  h igher  i n  verba l  ab i l i t i es ,  emot iona l

express ion ,  ab i l i t y  to  exper ience  i n tense  emot ions ,  and  comfor t  wi th  emot iona l

exper iences .   These  f ind ings  a lso  mir ro red  di f fe rences  i n  exper ience  of  re l ig ios i ty ,

wh ich  women  tended  to  i n te rp re t  more  i n  te rms  of  thoughts  and  f ee l ings  and  men

in  te rms  of  act ion .  [29 ]   Whi te  (2002 )  a lso  noted  tha t  women  tend  to  place  grea te r

emphas i s  on  empowerment  than  on  power lessness  (e .g . ,  power lessness  over  the

subs tance ,  the  f a i lu re  of  se l f -wi l l ) ,  and  on  f ind ing  power  wi th in  as  wel l  as  power

outs ide  the  se l f .  [30 ]  

M u t u a l i t y
 

Whether  one  i n te rp re ts  recovery  as  a  secu la r ,  sp i r i tua l ,  or  re l ig ious  exper ience ,

the  concept  of  “mutua l i t y ”  i s  l i ke ly  to  l i e  c lose  to  i t s  hear t—a  hear t  tha t  Whi te

(2020 )  might  l oca te  i n  te rms  of  th ree  prepos i t ions :   “wi th in , ”  “between , ”  and

“beyond . ”  [31 ]   In  the i r  rev iew  of  the  count less  exper iences  of  sp i r i tua l i t y  they

had  encounte red  i n  s to r ies  to ld  and  wr i t ten  i n  Alcoho l ics  Anonymous  meet ings  

T h e  E x p e r i e n c e  o f  S p i r i t u a l i t y  i n  R e c o v e r y                                                                                                                        6            

P ame l a  Wo l l ,  MA ,  CP S ,  S o u t h e a s t  Ad d i c t i o n  T e c h n o l o g y  T r a n s f e r  Ce n t e r



“Beyond  awakens  and  pul l s  to  t ranscendence ,”  they  wrote .   “For  many  ages— fo r

most  humans  fo r  most  of  human  his to ry—beyond  pul led  towards  the  hor i zon .   I t

impl ied  hor i zonta l  movement ,  an  inv i ta t ion  to  exp lo re .   But  j us t  about  a lways  fo r

some…  beyond  poin ts  a lso  ver t ica l l y ,  pul l ing  upwards ,  to  new  he ights .   At  f i r s t ,

most  obv ious  l eve l ,  beyond  the  ‘se l f ’  are  others ,  and  between  captures  the  nature

o f  tha t  re la t ionsh ip ,  the  between -ness  of  equa l  connect ion ,  a  connect ion  of

equa ls… [33 ]

“Fundamenta l  to  a l l  l i v ing  ex is tence  i s  the  need  fo r  others ,  in  one  fo rm  or  another .   

This  sp i r i tua l l y  based  human  need - fo r -others ,  however ,  has  some  unique

qua l i t i es ,  and  one  of  the  most  impor tant  i s  the  rea l i t y  of  i t s  mutua l i ty .   Mutua l

re la t ionsh ips  invo lve  not  the  giv ing  or  get t ing  of  compet i t ion ,  nor  even  the

‘giv ing  and  get t ing ’  of  coopera t ion ,  but  a  very  rea l  and  genuine  giv ing  by  get t ing ,

get t ing  by  giv ing .”  [34 ]

 

To  i l lus t ra te  th i s  concept ,  Kur tz  and  Whi te  used  a  pivota l  poin t  in  Bi l l  Wilson ’s

s to ry ,  when  Wilson  s tood  in  an  Akron ,  Ohio  hote l  lobby ,  anx ious  and  f rus t ra ted

by  f a i lu res  tha t  th rea tened  the  bus iness  venture  tha t  had  brought  him  there .

Drawn  to  the  music  of  i ce  cubes  c l ink ing  in  the  hote l  bar ,  Wilson  remembered  the

one  th ing  tha t  had  kept  him  f rom  dr ink ing  fo r  the  past  f i ve  months :  ta lk ing  to

others  who  shared  his  malady .   A  ser ies  of  despera te  ca l l s  in  the  lobby  phone

booth  y ie lded  the  name  and  number  of  a  loca l  phys ic ian  who  had  a  prob lem  wi th

a lcoho l .

 

and  publ ica t ions ,  Kur tz  and  Whi te  summed  up  what  they  had  l ea rned  i n  te rms  of  those

th ree  prepos i t ions :   sp i r i tua l i t y  l y ing  wi th in  the  se l f ,  pass ing  between  human  be ings ,

and  ex tend ing  beyond  the  se l f .   And  when  they  ana lyzed  the  i n fo rmat ion  they  had

gathered  on  secu la r ,  sp i r i tua l ,  and  re l ig ious  recovery ,  the  authors  found  tha t

“between ”  played  a  key  ro le  i n  a l l  th ree :  [32 ]
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When  they  met  the  fo l lowing  day ,  Wilson  fo l lowed  Dr .  S i lkwor th ’s  adv ice  not  to

“preach , ”  and  i ns tead  s imply  to ld  Dr .  Bob  Smi th  h is  s to ry .   Dr .  Smi th  l i s tened  and  sa id

he  would  be  wi l l ing  to  t r y  what  Wilson  had  done .   Twenty  years  l a te r ,  at  AA ’s  “Coming

of  Age ”  convent ion ,  Wilson  to ld  h is  aud ience ,  “You  see ,  our  ta lk  was  a  comple te ly

mutua l  th ing .  I  knew  tha t  I  needed  th i s  a lcoho l ic  as  much  as  he  needed  me.   This  was

i t .   And  th i s  mutua l  give -and - take  i s   at  the  very  hear t  of  a l l  of  A.A . ’s  Twel f th  Step  work

today . ”  [35 ]

“We  may  reach  up , ”  wrote  Kur tz  and  Whi te .   “We  must  reach  out .   The  top ic  here  i s

sp i r i tua l i t y ,  remember— tha t  essent ia l l y  i ne f fab le  rea l i t y  tha t  i s  at  the  core

o f  our  human  be - i ng .   The  wisdom  of  the  human  race—our  ar t ,  mus ic ,  l i t e ra tu re—a l l

a t tes t  to  our  bonds  wi th  each  other .  Indeed ,  they  bond—bind—us  wi th  each  other .   To

look  beyond  i s  to  l ook  and  to  seek  outs ide  of  se l f—up  and  around .   To  l ook  between

is  to  l ook  ‘around ’  and  to  discover  tha t  we  are  bonded  to /wi th  each  other . ”  [36 ]
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