
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
My name is Andy, and I’m a sinner. (Hi, Andy.) 
I have no business preaching a sermon on the theology of the 12 steps. I’ve never been addicted to alcohol or 

any other substance. I’ve never been in recovery or attended a recovery meeting. No one in my immediate family or 
close circle of friends is in AA or NA or Al-anon. I’ve never even been on a diet. So addiction isn’t my field of expertise. 
Not even close. 

On a deeper level, like all of humanity, I suffer deeply from addiction: addiction to sin. Sorry; nothing salacious 
or juicy to reveal here, just that, like every one of us, I’m drawn to the kind of ego-inflating, self-centered, mind-
numbingly foolhardy thought processes and desires that keep me from fully being who God made me to be. 

When I was introduced to Richard Rohr’s book, Breathing Under Water, I was drawn both to the author and the 
subject. Over the course of my years in ministry, I’ve been in close proximity to several 12-step groups and I have great 
admiration for what they do. In one church I served, when I arrived, there were more people attending recovery 
meetings each week there than attending worship. And I’ve long asserted that more ministry happens in a single AA 
meeting than takes place in months of programming and worship in most churches. 

What I didn’t realize until reading Rohr’s book was how much the 12 steps embody the message of the Gospel. I 
found myself compelled by the spiritual truths posited by Bill W. and their resonance with the Christian journey. More 
importantly, I began to see in them a reflection of my own struggle with accepting grace. If you think that, as a pastor, 
I’ve mastered such things, you’re mistaken. In many ways, I’ve only just scratched the surface when it comes to my 
relationship with God. 

In preparing to share this wisdom with you through preaching, I’ve been helped by members of our 
congregation and friends who are recovering alcoholics, those who are early in their recovery and those who’ve been 
sober for years. They have been gracious and graceful with me, generous in their transparency and patient with my 
limited understanding. And I’m not ashamed to say I’ve learned more from them than they have from me.  

As Rohr says, we are all spiritually powerless. Alcoholics just have their powerlessness visible for all to see. Over 
the next six weeks, we’ll explore the 12 steps, covering a couple each week. While our starting point will be the 12 steps 
of Alcoholics Anonymous, we’ll discover how the spiritual wisdom of the steps can reveal more about our common 
humanity, alcoholic or otherwise, and how that wisdom can lead to genuine transformation in our lives with God. 

Step One: We admitted we were powerless over alcohol—that our lives had become unmanageable. 
Alcoholism isn’t a matter of choice. No one chooses to be an alcoholic. And almost every alcoholic will tell you 

that they thought they could handle their addiction – until something or someone forced them to face the reality that 
they couldn’t. Alcoholism is a disease, not a choice. And once you’re addicted, you cannot simply choose to stop. As one 
friend told me, “You can’t think your way out of it. Your best thinking is what got you here.” 

The human ego is a powerful force. Ego is what allows us to differentiate between ourselves and others, the 
feelings and thought processes that make us unique. The problem is that ego can be deceptive. We can get so wrapped 
up in self-determination that we think that we are our thinking. Our rational mind does something quite irrational – it 
repeats the same processes over and over while expecting different results. 

When it comes to addiction, we are drawn in by what psychologists refer to as hedonic adaptation. Some action 
brings us pleasure, so we repeat it. But with each repetition, the pleasure is reduced. So, we indulge ourselves more in 
order to replicate the pleasure we long for, but it’s never enough. The addictive property is the constant desire for 
more.1 This addictive property applies to substances like alcohol and to the processes of the mind. 

 
1 Heidi Grant Halvorson. “How to Keep Happiness from Fading.” Psychology Today. August 15, 2012. Online: 
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-science-success/201208/how-keep-happiness-fading. Accessed October 9, 2019. 
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Human beings desire control. We want to be in control of what we do, who we associate with, when and what 
we eat, how we spend our time, and, most importantly, who we are. The ego says, “I’m in charge here, and I’ll call the 
shots.” But we are not the sole determinant of who we are. In fact, our relationships determine who we are much more 
than our will. Daughter, son, mother, father, sister, brother, cousin, aunt, uncle, coworker, friend – each relationship 
shapes who we are and how we relate to the world and the people around us. But the ego puts itself ahead of 
relationships, the very relationships that make us who we are. 

This desire to control is, I believe, the root of sin. When the ego calls the shots, it puts me at the center of the 
universe. Everything is defined by me and how it affects me. In that kind of thinking, the people around me become 
valuable only inasmuch as they benefit me. I compete to be better than other people, better than their expectations for 
me, better than my expectations for myself. Winning is everything. Relationship becomes about dominance and 
possession. Everyone and everything must serve me and my will. But again, the ego is deceitful. This is not how we are 
meant to be. Living for self does not lead to fulfillment. And we can’t think our way out of it, because our “stinking 
thinking” is what got us here in the first place. 

The apostle Paul said, “The desire to do good is inside of me, but I can’t do it. I don’t do the good that I want to 
do, but I do the evil that I don’t want to do.” That’s the power of both alcohol and the ego, the power of control, the 
power of sin. Even when we desire good, we can’t really achieve it. We can never be who we are meant to be through 
self-determination.  

The desire for control is strong. That’s why it is so important to recognize the truth that we are powerless. We 
will never give up the illusion of control as long as we think we’ve got everything under control, as long as we believe we 
are more powerful than we are. And that’s a lesson we have to repeat over and over, because we easily forget. One 
person shared this wisdom with me: “It’s easy to forget your powerlessness when you start to feel better and things are 
going well. You think, ‘I don’t need help. I’ve got this.’ That’s when you fall.” Once we can recognize how powerless we 
are, we’re beginning to be ready for help. 

Step Two: Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity. 
It is when we finally recognize our insufficiency that we can truly be open to the One who is sufficient. Our 

powerlessness laid bare, we know we need a higher power. The One who brought everything into being, the One who 
made us in the divine image and breathed life into us, is the only One who can provide the strength needed to overcome 
our brokenness. 

I said earlier that our identity comes from our relationships. One relationship is more important than all the 
others – our relationship with God. Each of us longs to find meaning for our lives – Why am I here and what am I to do? 
And we spend a great deal of our lives trying to answer those questions. But only in God can we truly discover who we 
are. As Augustine said, our hearts are restless until they find rest in God.  

The great cathedrals of Medieval Europe were designed to impart a sense of awe and wonder through scale. A 
person entering the nave couldn’t help but feel small in the vastness of soaring arches and the grandeur of stonework 
and stained glass. The same effect is replicated in the architecture of our sanctuary. The goal is not simply to make the 
worshiper feel small, but to point to God who is so much bigger than our conceptions. We get the same sense when 
standing along the lakeshore as the waves crash upon the rocks, or lying beneath a star-filled sky away from the light 
pollution of the city. We are very small. But God is very big.  

And yet, as we open ourselves to God’s presence, we make a remarkable discovery. God who is so vast as to 
encompass an entire universe beyond our comprehension, is also intimate enough to care for me and to want the best 
for me. My smallness helps me understand God’s greatness, a God who is far bigger than me but also for me. We have 
this assurance from God: “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.” (2 Corinthians 12:9) 

That isn’t easy for us to accept. And it’s not something that happens immediately or instantaneously. Even when 
we have that Aha! experience in a sanctuary or beach or mountaintop, we don’t stay in that place very long. We struggle 
to comprehend. It takes time to develop abiding faith. That’s why the second step doesn’t simply say, “We believed,” 
but “Came to believe.” It’s a process, a process that takes time and patience and investment in relationship in order to 
build trust. And trust is essential, because it is the necessary prerequisite for the third step. 
Step 3: Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood God. 

A well-known poem attributed to Lauretta P. Burns is helpful here: 
As children bring their broken toys 
With tears for us to mend, 



 
 

I brought my broken dreams to God 
Because He was my friend. 
But then instead of leaving Him 
In peace to work alone, 
I hung around and tried to help 
With ways that were my own. 
At last I snatched them back and cried, 
“How could you be so slow” 
“My child,” He said, “What could I do? 
You never did let go.” 

And there it is. The most significant obstacle to healing and wholeness: surrender. You don’t have to be an 
alcoholic to recognize the truth of this – in life, in faith, in relationships. We do not like to yield control, even though we 
know, on some level, that control is only an illusion. We want to be in charge, take the wheel, have the ball in our hands. 
Even when we defer to someone else to lead us, we still hedge our bets, evaluating and assessing whether we will follow 
or abandon ship when things don’t meet our expectations.  

I want to be clear: surrender in this context doesn’t mean giving up. It doesn’t mean taking life lying down or 
putting up with abuse. What we’re talking about here is surrendering our will to God, yielding to God’s wisdom and 
direction. The addict must learn to trust that God’s way will lead to sobriety and a better life than they can accomplish 
on their own. The Christian must learn that discipleship comes when our life belongs to God, and that life is more 
abundant than anything we could achieve on our own or ever even imagine for ourselves. 

Jesus said, “All who want to follow me must first renounce themselves” (Matthew 16:24, my translation). I don’t 
think Jesus said that because he wanted to wipe out our identity or turn us into mindless pawns. He said that because he 
knew we have to let go of our desire to be in control, to set aside our ego, in order to achieve the life God has in store 
for us. But he also knew this doesn’t come easily for us, which is why his words sometimes seem harsh. There can be no 
half-way, no fingers crossed, no one foot on one side of the fence and one on the other. We’re either committed to him 
or we’re not.  

But it’s never that simple. The human condition keeps us from letting go. We’re always in a tug-of-war for 
control, yielding to God and pulling back to ourselves, our plan, our desires, our ego. We may want God to lead us, but 
we’re conditioned from birth and by nature to be the captains of our own fate. Even when we know the folly of our 
foolish plans, we just keep repeating the same self-defeating mistakes. Those who are working the steps refer to the first 
three as the waltz, because we have to keep coming back to them over and over: 1-2-3, 1-2-3, 1-2-3. The process is not a 
linear progression; we often go back as we gradually make our way forward. And, more often than not, it’s the steps of 
powerlessness, a higher power, and surrender that need to be relearned. 

Until we yield control, we cannot experience transformation. And whether you’re in recovery or seeking a life of 
faithful discipleship, transformation is the goal. Unfortunately, we lose sight of that goal. Too many alcoholics settle for 
mere abstinence. Too many Christians settle for mental assent to the concepts of faith. But the goal is always much 
larger. The goal is transformation, spiritual as well as physical, mental, and emotional. With God’s help, we can be 
transformed to become the people we were meant to be, the people God created us to be, the people God knows we 
can be. 

We can’t get there on our own. If we could achieve wholeness any other way, grace would not be grace at all 
(Romans 11:7). But God’s grace is sufficient. So let us give up the illusion we can do this on our own. Let us put our trust 
in God’s grace to achieve what we cannot. And let’s learn to let go. I can’t. God can. I think I’ll let God. 

 


