An Atheist’s Guide to 12-Step Recovery

by Frank M.
You’re a thoughtful and well considered atheist.
And you’ve noticed recently that you might be dying from the crap you put in your body. A
little. Maybe that’s just the hangover or the dope-sickness talking, but the dirt has been hitting
the fan a lot lately and drinking and/or drugging is playing a leading role in all the drama. You’ve
heard of 12-step recovery and you want to try it out. You know there are other programs but
this one is everywhere and it’s free.
You’ve also heard this AA stuff has something to do with God. Having given the God hypothesis
a fair shot over the years, you found it doesn’t fit your honest experience of the world. You’d
kind of like to believe it, it would make some things much easier, but you know in your heart
that the universe doesn’t hear or answer prayers. Not the way most religious people you’ve
ever met think of it anyway. You may have played around a bit with Buddhist ideas, but never
very seriously. You were busy getting loaded and trying always to feel better than – well, than
however you might have felt at the moment. Good bad or indifferent. It’s tough work and it’s
been keeping you fairly preoccupied.
You figure you can fake your way through the God part and get to whatever’s actually useful, so
you make a call and get a meeting time and place for the program that seems to deal most
directly with your favorite mind-altering hobby.

The second you walk in God is everywhere. God is on the walls. God is in the opening prayer.
God is in the book. God is in the steps. They even close the thing with the Lord’s Prayer. What
the hell?
It’s okay. You can do it without the God concept. Many have. Many are.
So how do you approach this 12-step thing as an atheist?
First of all, expect that you probably won’t be well understood by many of your fellow AAs, NAs,
CAs, whatever. Not all of them will know you’re an atheist, of course, unless you insist on
wearing your “God is dead” Nietzsche T-shirt to every meeting. But simply by being honest in
your speech you’ll reveal yourself often enough. You’ll frequently be put in a box marked
“UNWILLING TO BELIEVE,” and all the ingredients are listed on the outside:
CONTENTS: close-mindedness, self-will, arrogance, resentments against God, too smart for own
good.
Many of the most orthodox 12-stepper you meet – the ones who have memorized dozens of
quotes and their associated page numbers in the literature – will feel no need to look inside the
box. At you. It’s all on the label, after all. Often as not you’ll get a condescending “Keep coming
back,” with an unspoken, “You’ll eventually get it if you don’t die first,” from these sorts. In that
ubiquitous blue book they use there’s a whole chapter dedicated to describing what lunkheads
some alcoholics had been (and by extension, you are now) for resisting the quite logical idea
that there’s a God running things. The man who wrote that chapter fancied himself something
of an Aquinas at the time. Forgive that, he’s really not a bad guy. He was just doing the best he
could, same as you.
Despite all this, you will – if you look around a bit and stay open – find someone unbigoted
enough to accept your sincere atheism without judgment. And you will discover in that person
a caring friend who will show you the ropes. There are people like that here. Also, you will learn
that being fully understood and accepted by everyone is not the be all and end all of life. That’s
a lesson that could help immeasurably as you move on without the old numbing tools, the ones
that helped take away the sting of unfair judgments. Life’s not fair. Life is all sorts of things that
aren’t pleasant. That has not been the problem.
Why hang out with these starry-eyed believers?
You’re not expecting to have some kind of conversion experience and suddenly find that God
has lifted away your obsession to get loaded (after all, AA’s very religious co-founder spent his
first two and a half years sober craving a drink). And, of course, you’re not asking God to fix you
either. Hell, even the people here who do believe in intercessory prayer and who’ve asked Him
to take away their various human frailties fully accept that for reasons unexplained, He can’t
quite pull it off. That particular aspect of the program, the part about the so-called defects of

character, requires a lifetime of constant work. There’s a lot of trust in Allah, but tie up your
camel going on there.
So what’s the point of being here?
They have something, these people. You can feel it, and you can see it in the smiles of the best
of them. Some of their stories are a lot worse than yours, and they’re fat and happy now. They
have a solution to this endless, insane habit of eating yourself alive for emotional sustenance
until you’re gnawing away at your own heart. They’re not getting loaded and they’re not whiteknuckling it. They just don’t need it anymore. You’re pretty sure there’s no God up there, so
what in the world is at work here?
Here’s the nut of what they have going on in a quote from their literature:
This is the how and why of it. First of all we had to quit playing God. It didn’t work.
They stopped playing God.
You don’t run the world, so stop trying. You can’t alter the law of cause and effect, especially
when the cause is a drink or a drug, and the effect is the need to drink and use even more.
Wishing, hoping, pretending that you can change the things you can’t – this could be described
poetically as “playing God.” The folks here have quit that position. It was a suck job anyhow.
I’m referring only to the people that are actually practicing the principles represented in the
steps. There are plenty of poor bastards here too who are just following their herd instinct and
are staying dry because they couldn’t bear the disapproval of their new friends. For the most
part they’re a miserable lot. Some of these people will get loaded again and eventually die of
their addictions because they can’t bear to come back through those doors minus the badge of
however many years they had without a drink or a drug. That pride in their clean and sober
time was in essence their new drug. They’re not your concern.
But the people who really have decided to stop playing God, they have something you need.
They have a willingness to live life on life’s terms. And the most important of those terms is that
if you’re an alcoholic or an addict, you can’t get loaded recreationally. For people like us the
consequences of getting loaded are disastrous. Jails, institutions, death – they will tell you –and
you can see it’s true from the arc of your own experience.
Most of these people gave up playing God because they came to believe there is a God – and so
of course they accept that they can’t possibly be Him. Perfectly logical. You can do it for the
simple reason that it just doesn’t work. That’s enough, isn’t it? Maybe it’s time to say enough of
doing what doesn’t work. That you’re not God means quite simply that you don’t dictate the
laws of reality. It doesn’t really matter who or what does. That’s what the 12-step program has
for you.

You can accept reality as your Higher Power.
You’ll be told you can choose your own Higher Power. In the AA literature this is very clearly
just a placeholder for God, a way to get started on the path to finding Him. But in the rooms
things are generally much more lax. You can accept as your higher power the reality that you
can’t get loaded safely, no matter how much you wish you could. The reality that your actions
have consequences are never divorced from consequences. The reality that whatever you feel
or think this moment about getting loaded must come after the certainty of what always
happens when that crap gets in your body. You may have seen the truth of this quite clearly at
times in the past, but there was always something lacking in your relationship to that
truth. That was the problem all along. Putting yourself above the truth. Playing God. You’ll be
hearing a lot about humility in these rooms. This is what they’re talking about.
To accommodate using reality as your higher power, you will have to bend the steps some from
their current and now canonical wording. You can’t pray to reality, but you can form and
express your intention to live by its rules. And you can meditate in order to cultivate
mindfulness of what’s real. This won’t necessarily please all those orthodox 12-steppers, but
then it’s unrealistic to expect literalists to be open-minded. And getting real is the whole idea
here.2
How about the inventory stuff? Sounds like the confessional.
Yeah, that’s what it started as in the Oxford Groups, from which early AA took its original
steps. Confession and restitution, they called it. But the principles involved are practical and
ethical, not religious. Before you can set off in the right direction, you need to know where you
are just now. Even a compass and a map won’t help you without the “YOU ARE HERE” part. And
then practicing some form of ethical living is a better painkiller in the long run than what you’ve
been using. It all goes to clearing up much of the crap you used to get loaded over. Consider
this part of the program a kind of navigational tool to steer you away from creating more
wreckage in the world. Because the heartbreak of that wreckage is just goddamn impossible to
bear sober.
For the atheist, those twelve steps on the wall and in the book represent four things in
essence:
1. A recognition that you haven’t been able get loaded in anything approaching
moderation and without consistently creating havoc.
2. A surrender to the fact that this is a kind of law of nature for you, and that fighting it has
been insane.
3. A willingness to let reality be the guide of your actions henceforth in this and in
everything else.
4. A commitment to try and stop hurting yourself or others, and to help where you can.

It does get better along this path. Your chances improve if you keep at it with some kind of daily
practice that keeps you mindful of reality – especially the reality of your addiction – and of your
place in it. Service from within a sober community helps immeasurably there. That’s my
personal experience and that of many other atheist drunks and addicts who are walking up this
road as best they can. You’ll find them in the 12-step rooms and other recovery networks and
they can show you what words can’t teach.
__________
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Keep in mind that AA was midwifed by a small group of men who believed in mystically
revealed wisdom. But those men were also humble enough to admit that their book should be
suggestive only, and to predict that more would be understood over time. With the continuing
recovery of many non-theist AA’s over the years, this prediction has been realized.
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