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Steps Three Through Five in a Secular Life 

By Bradley A. 

When I first entered recovery, I thought that I understood Step 3 just fine. 

The traditional wording asks us to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we 
understand Him. As an atheist, I simply redacted god and gave myself over to the Fellowship, 
my doctors, and my friends and family. However, I felt like I was lacking direction – what was 
this help actually for? After some time, I unredacted god, and inserted Life in its place — the 
force that sustains breathing, consciousness, and existence. Gravity exists whether I 
believe in it or not. So too, life exists whether I believe in it or not. That understanding allowed 
me to finally integrate Steps One through Three in a way that felt philosophically honest. 

But years into sobriety, I learned that understanding Step Three philosophically is not the 
same as practicing surrender emotionally. 

And I continue to learn this now, as I write these words. 

When Step Four Would Not Work 

I have worked with multiple sponsors, each attempting to guide me through inventory. Each 
encouraged me to examine resentments, fears, and harms. 

And each time, I have stalled. 



I could write about events. I could list facts. I could produce pages upon pages of 
autobiographical reflection. In my first two years of sobriety, I wrote and recorded more than 
two thousand pages describing my life story. I believed I was doing a Fifth Step with the 
universe itself — confessing everything to the ether. 

But despite all that honesty, something remained untouched. 

The obstacle was not Step Four. 

The obstacle was Step Three. 

I had intellectually accepted that I could not control everything. I had even embraced life 
itself as my higher power. But I had not fully surrendered to other human beings. I had not 
fully trusted people to see what I could not see in myself. 

I had accepted cosmic humility. 

I had not accepted interpersonal vulnerability. 

The Gift — and Difficulty — of Choice 

In the Fourth Edition of the Big Book, one member writes: 

“When I am willing to do the right thing, I am rewarded with an inner peace no amount of 
liquor could ever provide. When I am unwilling to do the right thing, I become restless, 

irritable, and discontent. It is always my choice. Through the Twelve Steps, I have been 
granted the gift of choice.” 

Those lines strike me as profoundly secular. 

They describe not divine rescue but psychological consequence. 

When I resist surrender — when I defend, justify, or blame — I feel it immediately. Restless. 
Irritable. Discontent. The symptoms are no longer alcohol-driven. 

They are ego-driven. 

And the pain is familiar. 

And here is where I must be honest: I do not experience surrender as a completed act. I 
experience it as an ongoing struggle. I still question myself. I still blame myself. I still cry. 
Sometimes I cry because I recognize how long I defended patterns that hurt me and others. 
Sometimes I cry because letting go of those defenses feels like losing part of myself. 



But the gift of choice means I am not trapped inside those reactions anymore. 

I can pause. 

I can listen. 

I can keep working. 

Why Step Three Makes Step Four Possible 

Making a personal inventory requires clarity. Clarity requires perspective. And perspective 
requires trust. 

Without surrender, Step Four becomes a catalog of events. With surrender, it becomes an 
examination of patterns. 

For years I could describe what happened to me. I struggled to describe how I consistently 
responded to life in ways that created recurring pain. Only when I allowed sponsors, 
therapists, physicians, and close friends to identify patterns I could not yet see did my 
inventory deepen. 

Step Five then became less about confession and more about collaboration — not reading 
a list, but revealing who I am. 

The universe cannot answer back. 

People can. 

Surrender as Daily Practice 

The Big Book reminds us that “The program is a plan for a lifetime of daily living.” It does not 
say we complete the Steps and graduate into serenity. It says we practice. 

Surrender, for me, is not submission to authority. It is willingness to allow perspective from 
outside my own mind. 

And willingness alone is not enough. 

As the Big Book states: 

“If willingness is the key to unlock the gates of hell, it is action that opens those doors so 
that we may walk freely among the living.” (317, 4th ed) 

Those words do not require belief in a deity. They require movement. 



Willingness is internal. 

Action is behavioral. 

The past weeks of my life have reminded me that I still resist. I still hesitate. I still fear fully 
surrendering my self-protective patterns — especially when those patterns cost me 
something I deeply value. I do not claim full surrender. 

But I am willing. 

And today, I am trying to act on that willingness. 

Surrender Without God 

For me, surrender does not mean relinquishing autonomy. It means expanding awareness 
beyond the limits of my own perceptions. It means trusting that wisdom can exist in other 
people, in collective experience, and in honest conversation. 

Spirit, in my understanding, is life itself. 

Surrender is learning how to live that life with others instead of alone. 

Without surrender, recovery remains intellectual. With surrender, recovery becomes 
relational. 

And I am still learning how to walk through those doors. 

 

Bradley had his last drink on November 22, 2021. After forty years of drinking, he entered 
recovery not through belief, but through necessity: if he wanted to live, alcohol could no 
longer be part of his life. He found his home in secular and agnostic AA, where he learned to 
understand higher power as life itself and recovery as daily practice. Bradley is an English 
teacher, writer, and lifelong learner, exploring the world, recovery, mental health, and 
honesty — one day at a time. 

 
 


