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AN INVITATION

Rules. They’re everywhere.

From morning until night, from cradle to grave, our lives are bound by rules.

Rules from our parents. Rules from school. Rules from our siblings. Rules from the government. Rules from our religion.

It’s amazing that any of us can move a muscle given the sheer number of rules, regulations, laws, statues, ordinances, and cultural cues to which we must adhere.

I’m not saying that rules are entirely unnecessary. Imagine driving somewhere without speed limits and stop signs. (Actually, that just sounds like Boston, where I live.) Seriously, we couldn’t have a society without rules.

The problem is that we spend almost all of our days following rules and placing rules on people around us. Rules about what we can do. What we can say. Where we can go. What we can spend.

Sometimes it seems like that’s all life has become—we don’t have room for anything else. As a result, we can forget the very essence of life.

Spending every day making sure we’re following every rule obscures the really important questions.

Why are we here?

What are we supposed to be doing with our short time on earth?

How do we live fulfilling lives?

How can we harness the gift of recovery to become the best versions of ourselves?

In order to reach our highest potential as human beings, we need to stop thinking, at least for a moment, about the thousands of rules laid out for us each waking moment. If we truly want to have enjoyable, fruitful, spiritual, meaningful, and sober lives, there are just three key rules by which we need to live.

Three simple rules.

Those three simple rules come from the Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous and go like this:

Trust God. Clean house. Help others.

That’s it. The key to a happy, useful life in six short words.

Now, just because these rules are simple, that doesn’t mean they’re easy. Mastery of the rules takes a lifetime. And just offering my interpretation of them will take up this whole book.

In particular, you may already be apprehensive about that first rule. Especially that word God, maybe because the word God implies too many rules! Seriously, for many people, just the mention of God conjures up feelings of shame and judgment for not being able to live up to countless laws, commandments, and customs. How can such a loaded concept be part of a set of simple rules? We’ll get back to that question.

But with the purpose of making this book useful for everyone, I’m going to make a couple small changes to the way we’ll talk about the rules here.

First, let’s change that “G-word” to another term. One that you’ve likely heard before if you’ve ever been to a Twelve Step meeting: Higher Power.

Then, I’m going to rearrange the order of the rules slightly. So now they look like this:

Clean house. Help others. Trust your Higher Power.

Eight words instead of six. But still. The simplest possible recipe for a happy, useful life.

We’ll tackle cleaning house and helping others first, then get back to the big one.

Now, it’s important to point out here that I’m not trying to change tradition or claim that I know a better way to write these rules. Quite the opposite. I’m happy to call myself an “old-timer” in recovery. The rules “Trust God. Clean house. Help others,” in that order, with those words, have saved my life and have saved the lives of countless other people in the program.

The point is, I want as many people as possible—including you, dear reader—to be able to know what that’s like. I also recognize and respect that understanding and internalizing what it means to trust a Higher Power is often a lifelong process. Doing the work of cleaning house and helping others is often needed to get there.

But if you’d like to tackle these in the traditional order, go ahead and read chapter 3 first. That’s your call—you bought the book, after all. Maybe you’re “old school” about recovery, the way I am! Otherwise, we’ll start our journey through these rules from a place that might be more approachable for people coming into recovery today.

So where in the Big Book can we find these rules? There are two pieces to that puzzle.

The first can be found in the foreword called “The Doctor’s Opinion.” Back in 1939, the authors of the Big Book realized that the readership may be suspicious of a new and barely proven approach to recovering from alcoholism. So, they thought hearing from a doctor with a history of treating alcoholic and addicted patients would help legitimize the whole thing.

Also, the initial primary audience for the book was doctors. The Big Book’s authors figured that doctors would read the book and then “prescribe” it for their alcoholic patients.

The doctor they chose was Dr. William Silkworth.

In Silkworth’s foreword, he says “once a psychic change has occurred, the very same person who seemed doomed, who had so many problems he despaired of ever solving them, suddenly finds himself easily able to control his desire for alcohol, the only effort necessary being that required to follow a few simple rules.” 1

Sounds like a good deal, right? He doesn’t name those rules, however. For the text of the three rules themselves, we need to turn to chapter 7, “Working with Others.” There, trust God, clean house, and help others are all introduced as central tenets of the program that should be explained to newcomers who are just starting out.2

Who is the genius who first pulled all of these concepts together into the rules as we know them? I’m not sure, but it wasn’t me.

So, what do I and this book have to offer you? This book is an invitation to a better understanding of the three simple rules that come to us from the Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous. But more importantly, it’s an invitation to simplify your life and your recovery.

These rules, by the way, are useful to everyone, not just recovering alcoholics or addicts. So if you’re a “civilian” or “normie” (as we like to call non-addicts) reading this, welcome! This is an invitation for you, too.

“But Michael,” you may be asking, “don’t Twelve Step programs have, well, twelve rules?”

Kind of. There are, indeed, Twelve Steps.

In recovery, of course, taking the Twelve Steps is the foundation of everything important—preventing relapse, understanding ourselves, developing spirituality, and learning to live comfortably in our own skin.

In a perfect world, newcomers would get into the Steps at their very first meeting. Unfortunately, today, newcomers sometimes have no exposure to the Steps, or avoid the Steps, or sometimes are even told not to start with the Steps for a period of time. Then when they finally do get to them, the Steps can seem confusing and overwhelming. So the question becomes, how can you make a start in recovery before you really get to the Steps? Or how can you simplify your experience of taking the Steps by focusing on the “big picture” of recovery?

That’s where the three simple rules come in. And that’s where this book comes in.

The amazing thing is, the core concepts of those Twelve Steps can be found in—you guessed it—the three simple rules!

The first three Steps basically boil down to “trust your Higher Power.”

Steps Four through Eleven are really about cleaning house.

And Step Twelve is about helping others.

Am I suggesting that you can ignore the full Twelve Steps? No. Please do still work a program to the best of your ability! But if you find yourself (reasonably) confused or overwhelmed by all of those Steps, if you’re stuck on a particularly difficult Step, or if you seem to be losing focus of what the program is really about, the three simple rules are there for you.

I’ll admit there is some irony in quoting “rules” from the Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous.

As any recovering alcoholic or addict will tell you, recovery is not about following rules or placing rules on people—it’s about offering and accepting suggestions.

When you give someone a rule, you are saying, in effect, “I have the power. I know better.” By contrast, when you are offering a suggestion, you are saying, “Try this if you want. It worked for me. It might just work for you.”

So, it wouldn’t make much sense for me, as a recovering alcoholic, to go around telling everyone else which rules to follow.

Instead, I want to offer my own thoughts (and suggestions) about what it means to live by those three simple rules and how they have helped my recovery and my life. How applying these rules, even before you completely understand them, changes you from the inside out.

When you apply these rules to your life, your relationships get better, starting with your relationship with yourself.

Your external life gets better, because you become a much more attractive person to hire, to marry, to be friends with, to have kids with, and so on.

Your internal world changes radically, because you become the spiritual being you were always meant to be.

And all you have to do is follow three simple rules.

Ready for the journey of a lifetime?

Then let’s begin!



RULE #1



Clean House




CLEAN HOUSE? Okay, but which house?

We’re not talking so much about the physical home, house, or apartment in which we live. We’ll get to that soon enough.

Right now, we’re talking about another home we have created for ourselves, or perhaps, have neglected for too long. That “home” is spiritual, and it is always with us everywhere we go.

Most of us are moving into the future carrying a lot of our past that no longer serves us. Ideas, attitudes, beliefs, prejudices, behaviors, habits, relationships, things. What patterns and behaviors did you cling to when you were drinking and using? How many of those are still a part of your life, your spiritual house, right now?

No matter what time of year it might be as you read this, it’s time for an internal spring cleaning! It’s time to clean house.

When the Big Book authors speak of “cleaning house,” they’re talking primarily about inventorying our attitudes, behavioral habits, thinking habits, and actions or inactions. If you aren’t familiar with the Steps, the basic idea is that alcoholism and other addictions are physical, mental, and (you guessed it) spiritual.

The physical part is the compulsion to drink or use. The brain disease. This combines with a mental obsession, in which we think more about our drug of choice—whether it’s alcohol, cocaine, food, sex, spending, or whatever—than anything else. Our addictive substances or behaviors ultimately become more important to us than life itself.

So here comes the spiritual part. The purpose of the Twelve Steps is to create a reawakening of the spirit inside the alcoholic or addict.

In other words, our spirit is still within us, but it has been buried under gallons of alcohol, ounces of cocaine, years of meaningless sex, and other forms of addictive or compulsive behavior.
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