Dear Rebobi Taub:
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ear Burned:

First of all I am very
sorry to hear of your
impending divorce.
That’s always a sad thing,
no matter what. Even though you say
you are happy to be moving on, 1 am
sure it is an emotionally difficult time
for you, as was evident to me from the
tone of frustration in your letter.

You bring up a legitimate concern,
and I want to address it here for all of
my readers, so I thank you.

For the sake of full disclosure, |
want to make it clear from the begin-
ning that I have been a very public and
vocal proponent of the 12-step model
of recovery for many years now. Much
of my book, G-d of Our Understanding,
is devoted to explaining the virtues
of that program and addressing spe-
cific concerns often raised by Jewish
people. This column is not the place
for me to reiterate the many points
I make in my book. Suffice it to say,
however, that my conclusion in the
book is a glowing endorsement of
12-step principles. That being so, I am
admittedly biased in this matter.

I also want to make it clear that I
am not going to attempt to offer you
any specific guidance in this matter. It
sounds like you are already in touch
with people you trust. Plus, you didn’t
really ask me what I think you should
do. Your question was of a more gen-
eral nature about the 12-step pro-
grams, so I am going to address the
matter accordingly. As such, none
of what 1 say is specifically directed
toward you, although, like T said, I
thank you for being the one to bring
up the topic in this forum.

The first thing I want to talk about is
what you yourself quite aptly referred
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to as being “addicted to the 12 steps.” I
don't know if you were trying to be ironic,
but “addicted to the 12 steps” sounds like
an oxymoron. The steps are designed to
help people recover from addiction. And
yet, I must admit to you I know exactly
what you mean.

Many people who are “in recovery” actu-
ally never recover; they just swap addic-
tions. They used to be hooked on drugs
and now they are hooked on meetings.
But thatis a total misuse of everything that
the 12-step approach stands for. 1 like to
quote what Bill W, the cofounder of Alco-
holics Anonymous, once said: “We didn't
get sober in order to go to meetings.” Of
course, a lot of people in the meetings
don't like to hear that quote, but the truth
is that the purpose of recovery is to make a
complete return to regular life.

As T am writing this column, it is Thurs-
day, 21 Sivan (which happens to be my
birthday, by the way) and the parshah
this Shabbos will be parshas Shelach. We
all know the disaster that ensued when
the meraglim feared entering the Land.
Chasidus explains that their fear was that
Torah was given in the wilderness, and
that it would only work in a wilderness.
If they were to enter the Land and become
involved in real life issues like agricul-
ture and politics and city-building, they
would be consumed with mundane things
and lose their whole spiritual connection.
They preferred to stay in the wilderness
eating manna from Heaven and drinking
from Miriam’s well. 1ts easy to be spiri-
tual when you don't have any responsi-
bilities. Of course we know how Hashem
responded of the meraglim. The whole
point of Torah and mitzvos is to bring holi-
ness into regular day-to-day life. If you
have to escape the world to be spiritual,
then you are actually not being spiritual at
all. Youw're being selfish, and worst of all,

you're limiting Hashem. You're saying
that Hashem isn't strong enough to get you
through your daily tasks. Hashern is only
in the wilderness; not at work or at home
or in traffic jams.

And T see this same mistake being
made all the time by people in recovery.
Oftentimes, people discover the fellow-
ship, and they are so incredibly relieved
to have found this safe place where they
can speak openly and vulnerably, they fall
in love with the serenity they feel in the
meetings, and then they get stuck there.

actually work the program. Of course,
they don’t get better, and they just become
dependent on running back to the meet-
ing where they can again feel some peace.
Why is this so common? I will tell you
my thoughts. The program is not com-
plicated but it is demanding, so logically
most people don't want to go through it.
Most people will avoid doing the work if

And although it is antithetical to the whole
point of the program, it still can happen,
which is why T am seizing the opportunity
here and now to write about this.

In order to get clarity on this issue, I
think it is essential to differentiate between
the program of recovery and the fellow-
ship of recovery. They are two different
things. The program of recovery is the
simple action plan called the 12 Steps.
The program is a great system for getting
over addictions and for gaining emotional
health in all areas of life. The fellowship of
recovery, however, is a separate thing. The
fellowship is supposed to be a support for
implementing the program. Un fortunately,
there are people who use the fellowship as
a substitute for the program. They use fel-
lowship for comlort and relief and never

they can find any excuse. So, they don't
do the steps, or they do some steps and
not others, or they do them out of order or
they do them without a sponsor, or some
combination thereol. Yet they still want to
hang around the fellowship even though
they aren't really working the program.
The best way I can explain it to an out-
sider is that it’s not all that different from
the fellow who stops at shul on Shabbos to
catch the end of davening and to hang out
at the Kiddush before he heads off to the
golf course. He’s enjoying the social life,
the culture of shul, but he’ not doing the
work, the avodah, of shul.

The ironic thing about all of this is
that if you just get down to business and
start pounding out the work, you can get
through the Steps in a pretty short time.
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The most successful people 1 know are at
step 12 in less than six months. But most
people are afraid to face the rigorous hon-
esty and the ego reduction required for
the steps, so they never do the work and
instead become dependent on going to
dozens of meetings a month for the rest
of their lives. It's a very silly short-term
“gain” for a long-term loss. The ultimate
result of the steps is to help make people
feel so good that they don't even need to
be self-medicated, so pushing off the steps
while hanging out in meetings is really just
a way of prolonging one’s agony. To put it
in recovery language, it’s a “white knuck-
ling” technique.

To put it another way, the purpose of the
steps is to have a spiritual awakening and
to get rid of dependence on human power.
The meetings, for some people, how-
ever, become a form of relying on people
instead of relying on their “Higher Power.”

In this way, the fellowship actually
replaces the program and the results are
that people don't get better. [ actually have
this conversation at least once a day on the
phone with strangers who call me asking
for my advice. They ask me why they are
not getting better, and 1 ask them if they
are actually doing the steps or just hang-
ing out in the rooms of recovery, getting
inspired. It can be very alluring to sit in
on a meeting and hear the kind of honest
and moving talk that is common in those
places. It does feel good to listen. But if it
does not inspire you to do the work, then
it is actually counterproductive because it
is giving you just enough relief to not feel
the urgent need to do what you really need
to do to get well.

Sometimes I see that people who have
not done the steps are sponsoring other
people. This, of course, is a recipe for disas-
ter. If there is no step-work being done,
then what the sponsor actually becomes is
an amateur therapist. In your letter to me,
you asked me if untrained sponsors are
a danger. My answer is that an untrained
sponsor is great. An untrained therapist is

a problem! A sponsor is not meant to be a
life coach or a credit counselor or a lawyer
or a nurse. The purpose of a sponsor is to
take you through the steps, and the only
qualification a sponsor needs is to have
been through the steps. The best spon-
sors | know are very humble people who
refrain from giving people advice about
life. What they will do instead is offer to
bring a person through the 12 steps so that
they are in a better place to find their own
answers.

A related issue is that a lot of frummer
Yidden tell me, “I'm having a hard time
finding a frum sponsor.” To that I often
respond something like, “Your sponsor
doesn’t need to be frum. He or she doesn't
need to be Jewish. In fact, it’s better that
he should not be Jewish. That way it will
be clear to you that this isn't your rabbi or
spiritual guide. This is your trainer at the
gym. He’s spotting you while you do the
exercises.”

Regarding your question about meet-
ing in churches, 'm not sure what your
impression is or il you have ever actually
attended such meetings, but meetings are
not generally held in the actual sanctuary.
In almost every single case they are held
in a social hall or the like, a neutral room
used for secular purposes. That makes for
a very different she’eiluh. Of course, you
must still ask your rav this she’eilah, just as
you would ask him what to do if your elec-
tion polling place was in a church base-
ment. (In one city where 1 lived, that was
actually the case in my neighborhood and
I chose 10 vote absentee until one askan got
it moved to a public school.) But T should
point out that in a big city like New York,
you can find a thousand meetings a week
that are not in church facilities. Many
meetings are in public libraries, hospitals,

office buildings and other neutral places.
It not hard to find them. But aderabah, 1
would love (o see more shuls offer meeting
space to 12-step groups.

So, to wrap up this point, what 1 am
saying is this: I know thousands of obser-
vant Jews who have benefited from 12-step
programs and also benefited from the
12-step fellowship as a support for doing
the program. When that is the approach,
my experience has shown me that this
only strengthens their Yiddishkeit.

Obviously, everything that a Jew does
must be according to Torah, and there is
no healing or real improvement when
one strays, chas vshalom, from the truth of
Torah. Thats why 1 encourage any Jewish
person seeking recovery to be in touch
with a rabbi who understands these issues.
Personally, this is a cause to which T have
devoted much of my life. But the need is
too great for one person or even a handful
of people. The Jewish community needs to
become educated on addiction and recov-
ery. We, as a community, should be able
to understand what healthy and authentic
recovery is, and what isn'.

I wish you the best. Thanks for writ-
ing. ®

RST

Rabbi Shais Taub is a noted expert on Jewish
spirituality and addiction. He is the author of
the best-selling G-d of Our Understanding:
Jewish Spirituality and Recovery from
Addiction. Questions to Rabbi Shais Taub
should be sent to ask@amimagazine.org.
Rabbi Shais Taub is available for private
consultations. For an appointment, contact
him at Ask@Amimagazine.org.
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