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Courage and the Twelve Steps
Introduction:
One of the great spontaneous ministries of the 2Oth century was the genius of the Twelve Step programme, devised by Bill Wilson, the founder of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA).  The principles of the programme are now utilised by all sorts of self-help groups around the world. 

I first became acquainted with AA thirty five years ago through a friend who was struggling with Alcoholism and who gave me many “lectures” about its dynamism. He also alerted me to the famous Big Book of Bill Wilson. I have also attended some A.A. meetings and believe in its curative and healing elements.

Fr John Harvey has made some observations about the twelve steps in his first newsletter of 2007. I will include most of those observations below, while adding to them with various appropriate scripture quotes. I have a strong belief in the efficacy of Sacred Scripture which I see as the Divine Word instructing and guiding us in  our lives. In fact I think we ought to fill our minds and heart  with the sense of scripture and so be ‘transformed by the renewal of your(our) mind’, paraphrasing St Paul in Romans 12:2. For this reason I will add my scriptural text to that of Father Harvey so that you can more meaningfully cogitate and meditate on what is being proposed. With these two helps for our ‘way of life’ let us be resolute in integrating those insights that fit  into our patterns of behaviour so that we do grow in virtue and holiness for ourselves and for the whole People of God.
Fr Harvey’s observations:

In the early years of Courage, Fr Harvey used the Twelve Steps of A.A. together with the Five Goals of Courage as basic principles for the work of Courage.  Over a period of time a balance occurred between the  Goals of Courage and the Steps of A.A. For as Fr Harvey comments: “Inasmuch as learning to develop interior chastity, or chastity of the heart is the goal of Courage meetings, it follows that the proper use of the  Twelve Steps is very helpful as a human instrument for opening hearts for the grace of chastity.”
The Steps are of proven value, and “the person who prepares the Step must speak of his own experiences of the Step. In presenting the Step at a meeting he hopes the other members will do likewise.” Below I will state each A.A.Step in italics and then use Fr Harvey’s comments to explain and elucidate what is useful for Courage.
Step One: We admitted we were powerless over alcohol—that our lives had become unmanageable.
“With formal permission of A.A., Courage changed Step One to read: I am a person with same sex attraction and I am powerless over this condition; my life has become unmanageable. In declaring one’s powerlessness, one must really believe that he or she is powerless. It is an act of humility to admit that by oneself one is not able to move toward God. This act of humility prepares the person to be willing to seek the help of others and that of God.” St Paul supplies the scriptural warrant for this sentiment: “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness. I will all the more gladly boast of my weaknesses, that the power of Christ may rest upon me.”(1 Corinthians 12:9).
Step Two:Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity. 
In step two the person who acknowledges his or her powerlessness turns to a power greater than himself or herself to overcome various behaviours. As Fr Harvey comments: “Every Step meeting is also a Step two meeting. The support that members derive from the other members of the group is vital for their progress in virtue. The longer men or women go to meetings, the more they realize that each group meeting lifts them up. As each person relates to other members of the group, he she begins to come out of the cell of isolation. Often beginners may think that the other members are ‘the power greater than oneself,’ but gradually they recognize that it is God working through the group.”
St Paul encourages us all to: “Bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfil the law of Christ.” (Gal. 6:2.) Step two is a marvellous example of how to do this.
Step Three: Made a decision to turn our will and lives over to the care of God as we understood Him.
Continuing the commentary of Fr Harvey: “’We made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood Him.’ Here one is going to make a decision to strive always to be chaste. One may experience the (urges) of one’s emotions. One becomes fearful that he/she will not be able to remain chaste over the months and years. He/she remembers” the past failures, but then recalls “what St Augustine says  in his Confessions), one partly wills to be chaste in following Christ and one partly hankers for the pleasures of the flesh. In so doing one does not really will to be chaste. St Paul exhorts us not to: “be foolish , but understand what the will of the Lord is.” (Ephesians 5.17). The psalmist provides us with a mantra to use as we cry out to God for help: “I have sought you with all my heart, do not let me stray from your commandments.” (Ps.119.10).
Step Four: Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.
Fr Harvey suggests that we not short circuit the steps but take them in order for “One does not make ‘a searching and fearless moral inventory of oneself’ until he has made a decision to surrender his whole life into the hands of the Lord. Making this moral inventory is not done at a Courage meeting, but privately-perhaps with the help of a  friend. It is similar in some ways to a general confession, but different inasmuch as it seeks to discover one’s own emotional tendencies with the aim of gaining greater insight into self - coming to know the self.” The  following scripture from Paul is a boon for our resolution: “Therefore, putting away falsehood, let every one speak the truth with his neighbour, for we are members one of another.”(Ephesians 4.15).
Step Five:Admitted to God, to ourselves and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs.
“One gives to God and one other person an account of his life  with the willingness to acknowledge his mistakes and failings. Like Step four, this step is not done at a Courage meeting; still the leader of the Courage group can suggest ways of doing Step’s four and five. When one does a fearless moral inventory, he needs God and one other person to check it out.” In other words one needs to be humanly accountable to the scrutiny of a brother or sister in the Lord. Fr Harvey bemoans the fact that Steps four and five are not accorded the importance due to them. He knows of a priest who was transformed in doing Step five. I have a Counsellor colleague and friend with whom I have gone to an A.A. meeting and who has been inspired and significantly encouraged by the experience. Psalm 42 can accompany the action of Step five by affirming our cries  and  heart felt pouring of our soul to the living God, when “Deep calls to deep.” Cardinal Newman’s motto “Cor ad Cor Loquitur – Heart speaks to heart” is based on this passage.
Step Six: Were entirely ready to have God remove all these defects of character. 
“Is concerned with the removal of faults and sin. One is entirely ready to allow God  to remove such faults and sins” and by so acknowledging them “is willing to find the means to eliminate them. For example, a person is inclined to make rash judgement’s about his/her  neighbours, and in presenting Step six he/she can ask of the group their prayers and support in forming kinder judgements about his or her neighbours.”
Psalm 32 is a beautiful  psalm of consolation repentance and hope and speaks about integrity, honesty, guilt, and a sanctuary for those seeking a righteous way of life. I heard Fr Rick Thomas of El Paso and Juarez fame give a memorable  homily on this psalm in 1983. His message has stuck, still after twenty years. 
Step Seven: Humbly asked Him to remove our shortcomings.
This step “flows out of Step six, because it seeks the means of carrying out a resolution to overcome the particular tendency to make rash judgements. It can happen that one can acknowledge  a difficult situation but never take steps to remedy it.” Matthew gives a stern warning about judgements “Judge not, that you be not judged. For with the judgement you pronounce you will be judged, and the same measure you give will be the measure you get.” (Matthew 7:1-2).
Step Eight: Made a list of all persons we had harmed, and became willing to make amends to them all.
“Step eight seeks to review in one’s life  the times when your actions may have injured another person. It is meant to stir up feelings of repentance. In other situations the person doing Step eight may feel that he/she has been the object of injustice. He or she may have feelings of resentment. In presenting Step eight one develops a resolution to make amends to others, or to forgive someone who may have offended you. Sometimes the most difficult person to forgive is yourself.”  Mark reports Jesus’ comments to Peter about prayer and forgiveness: a timely reminder for us. “And whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything against any one; so that your Father also who is in heaven may forgive your trespasses.” (Mark 11.25). St Paul in addressing the Colossians about general rules of Christian Behaviour, reminds us to “be clothed in sincere compassion, in kindness and humility, gentleness and patience. (and)  to bear with one another; (to) forgive each other as soon as a quarrel begins,. The Lord has forgiven you; now you must do the same.” (Col 3:12-13).
Step Nine: Made direct amends to such people wherever possible, except when to do so would injure them or others.
While in Step eight a person acknowledges a problem with forgiveness, in Step nine the person “forms a resolution to forgive someone, or to ask for forgiveness.” Nonetheless this Step must be exercised with prudence, for if a person has had a history of promiscuity and sincerely tries to work through  forgiveness, he or she may be subject to blackmail. Fr Harvey says that “it is a real danger.” For some it is responsible to reveal to family various situations of the past. In every situation it is a good and holy act to express forgiveness and seek forgiveness through the prayer of reparation. Others may wish to ask for the Blessing of the Precious Blood, remembering that it is one of the petitions of the Divine Praises at Benediction. A scripture I have frequently quoted over the year to many who have sought my counsel is: “Be wise as serpents and simple as doves.” ( Matthew 10:16).
Step Ten: Continued to take personal inventory and when we were wrong promptly admitted it.
Fr Harvey continues his commentary on the twelve steps. Step ten “asks us to review our searching and fearless moral inventory and, if one discovers a weakness in our programme, to acknowledge it immediately. In my judgment, if one can promptly, acknowledge a fault, sin, or mistake, he/she has made great progress. Generally we are reluctant  to admit our faults and mistakes.”  St Paul’s admonition  to the Thessalonians throughout the whole of Chapter five is apt, especially his comment  “test everything; hold fast what is good and abstain from every form of evil.” (1 Thessalonians 5: 21).
Step Eleven: 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.
This “is a vital step.” The actual A.A. step is “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.” Fr Harvey continues his commentary: “In the pursuit of the spiritual life, in the endeavour to have an interior life of prayer, leading to chastity of the heart, one needs to set aside some minutes every day for meditation. One will find in St.Francis de Sales, the Introduction to the Devout Life, a section on meditation. Like other spiritual writers, he recommends the regular reading of Holy Scripture. As St Jerome said, ‘Ignorance of the Scriptures is ignorance of Christ.’”

St Paul affirms the importance of scripture: “All scripture is inspired by God  and profitable for teaching , for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God  may be complete, equipped for every good work.” (2 Timothy 3:16-17.)

Step Twelve: 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.
“This step exhorts us to spread the good news of Courage to others. This is happening in many ways, particularly on our web site and listservs. I have noticed in a younger generation of Courage members greater enthusiasm for seeking new members among their peers. In the early days of Courage many members were reluctant to bring the Good News  to their brothers in the Catholic Church, probably because they didn’t want to be identified as having same-sex attractions.”  A scripture I always find encouraging is : “Brethren, do not be weary  in well-doing” ( 2Thessalonians 3:13).
Conclusion: 
If we can incorporate the ideals and practices of A.A. and  the five goals of Courage in our scriptural prayer we will have a solid base for our journey into the Christ life.
