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I didn’t know very much about 12 steps programs until a few years ago, when a man from a church I was serving invited me to go to an open AA meeting. At the meeting, a woman who has been sober for 25 years, told us that she is not cured. She said that she IS an alcoholic, much as one would say that they are diabetic. She continues to consider herself “in recovery.” With God’s help, she is recovering, one at a time, a day that would otherwise have been lost. I was so impressed with that group of people. I hadn’t known that the 12 steps are truly a spiritual discipline.

12 step programs such as AA can be traced back to the Oxford Group, an evangelical movement from the early 1900s. The Rev. Dr. Frank Buchman, the founder of the Oxford Group, experienced a spiritual transformation in 1908 in which he realized how his resentments separated him from God's unconditional love. He gave his life to God and shared his experience with others. Bill Wilson, one of the co-founders of Alcoholics Anonymous, traced his journey to sobriety through the Oxford group. 
He described his conversion experience 
"My depression deepened unbearably and finally it seemed to me as though I were at the very bottom of the pit. I still gagged badly at the notion of a Power greater than myself, but finally, just for the moment, the last vestige of my proud obstinacy was crushed. All at once I found myself crying out, 'If there is a God, let Him show Himself! I am ready to do anything, anything!' Suddenly, the room lit up with a great white light. I was caught up into an ecstasy which there are no words to describe. It seemed to me, in the mind's eye, that I was on a mountain and that a wind not of air but of spirit was blowing. And then it burst upon me that I was a free man. Slowly the ecstasy subsided. I lay on the bed, but now for a time I was in another world, a new world of consciousness. All about me and through me there was a wonderful feeling of Presence, and I thought to myself, 'So this is the God of the preachers!' A great peace stole over me and I thought, 'No matter how wrong things seem to be, they are still all right. Things are all right with God and His world.'" 

When he developed Alcoholics Anonymous, Bill adapted the  principles from the Oxford Group in order to be able to reach out to people of any faith. The 12 steps have since helped people recover from any number of spiritual woes; including addictions to narcotics, or food, or gambling. 

For the past three or four years now, the Episcopal Diocese of CT has celebrated the third Sunday in Epiphany as Recovery Sunday. So today I am going to go over the 12 steps, and pair each step with a word of Scripture. Scripture, and especially the psalms, we often hear about our enemies; those things that hold us back from being whole. AS we go over the steps, I invite you to hold up to God something that may be troublesome to you and see if God has a word for you in your circumstances.
THE TWELVE STEPS (of AA)
1. We admitted we were powerless over “our enemy”—that our lives had become unmanageable. I know nothing good lives in me,  that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. (Romans 7:18 NIV)

2. Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to

sanity. AS today’s psalmist put it…On God rests my deliverance and my honor (Ps. 62)
3. Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood Him.  Today’s psalm: Trust in God at all times O people!
4. Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves. Let us examine our ways and test them, and let us return to the Lord. (Lamentations 3:40 NIV)

5. Admitted to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs. …confess your sins to one each other, so that you may be healed. (James 5:16 NIV)

6. Were entirely ready to have God remove all these defects of character. Humble yourselves before the Lord, and He will lift you up. (James 4:10 NIV)

7. Humbly asked Him to remove our shortcomings. If we confess our sins, God is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us… (1 John 1:9 NIV)

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

amends to them all. Do to others as you would have them do to you. (Luke 6:31 NIV)

9. Made direct amends to such people wherever possible, except when to do so would injure them or others. Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your offering there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled… then come and offer your gift. (Matthew 5:23-24 NIV)

10. Continued to take personal inventory and when we were wrong promptly admitted it. So, if you think you are standing firm, be careful that you do not fall! (1Corinthians 10:12 NIV)
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. Let the Word of Christ dwell in you richly. (Colossians 3:16 NIV)

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.

Brothers, if someone is caught in sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently. But watch yourself, or you may also be tempted. (Galatians 6:1 NIV)
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In today’s Gospel, Jesus lifts up the importance of recovering people. He tells his disciples that in following him, they will fish for people. Our world is diminished when even one person is disregarded or vilified or labeled a hopeless case. God’s kingdom is diminished when even one person is unable to live as fully as God has intended. God intends that each of us finds new life, renewed life, abundant life! And all of heaven rejoices in the person who recognizes their weakness and their need for a power greater than themselves to restore them to wholeness. If I cannot admit that I am weak, how can I come before God and ask for strength? If, I cannot admit when I am over my head, how can I ask for help?
Each Sunday, we gather together with other weak people. We confess to God and to one another that we fall short again and again. We publicly admit that we need God to help us, to strengthen us, to forgive us, to find us. And we come together to celebrate, with joy, that as weak as we are, God has found us to be of great worth. God’s vision for the world is that all people should be reconciled with God and with one another and with themselves. God calls us to join in that vision; to fish for people! To fish for those parts of ourselves and our world which have become lost to us.

Reconciliation, recovery, making whole our broken world, happens one day at a time, one person at a time. With patience, diligence, encouragement, by the power of the one who is greater than ourselves. We gather around God’s table and celebrate the victory. 
We celebrate the recovery of one day! We celebrate the restoration of each person to healing and wholeness! We celebrate the recovery of hope! Come, celebrate! Amen.
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