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05 TWELVE-STEP RELIGIONS 

Step Two: “Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.
1
 

Step Two of Alcoholics Anonymous also came from Bill Wilson’s personal 

experience and his own world view. Coming to Step One was actually a relief 

for him. His medical doctor, William D. Silkworth, had convinced him that his 

addiction was caused by an allergy. Wilson believed he could not help his 

drinking. It was a “disease” over which he was powerless. The same doctor had 

told him that his drinking would kill him within a couple of years. 

When Wilson completed the drying out treatment at Towns Hospital in New 

York, he believed his problem was solved. He had been relieved of guilt for 

moral failure and he had been diagnosed as having an allergy. The cure was 

simple. Just don’t take another drink. Nevertheless, his confidence in his newly 

found sobriety did not last long.2 

When Wilson returned to Towns Hospital, Silkworth informed Mrs. Wilson: 

I thought he might be one of the very few. But this habit of drinking has now turned into an obsession, one 

much too deep to be overcome, and the physical effect of it on him has also been very severe, for he’s 

showing signs of brain damage.... Actually I’m fearful for his sanity if he goes on drinking. 
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When Mrs. Wilson asked what that meant for his future, Silkworth is reported to 

have said: “It means that you will have to confine him, lock him up somewhere if 

he would remain sane or even alive. He can’t go on this way another year, 

possibly.3 

In describing his own plight, Wilson said: 

I thought over my past life. How and why could I have come to this? Save for my drinking, Lois and I had 

had a wonderful life together. My whole career had teemed with excitement and interest. And yet here I 

was, bedeviled with an obsession that condemned me to drink against my will and a bodily sensitivity 

that guaranteed early insanity at best.
4
 (Emphasis added.) 

Thus, in spite of his relief that his excessive drinking was not his fault, but rather 

due to an illness, Wilson felt doomed.5 The disease diagnosis was insufficient 

without a cure. He left the hospital “terror-stricken.” He recalls, “By dint of the 

greatest vigilance, I stayed sober some weeks.” Nevertheless he began drinking 

again and “settled hopelessly and without heart into a sort of bottomless 

bingeing.6 

It was during this bleak time that Wilson received a phone call from an “old 

drinking buddy,” Ebby Thatcher. They hadn’t seen each other for five years and 

Thatcher seemed like a new man. When Wilson asked him why he wasn’t 

drinking and why he seemed so different, Thatcher replied, “I’ve got religion.7 

Wilson describes it this way: 

He told me how he had got honest about himself and his defects, how he’d been making restitution where it 

was owed, how he’d tried to practice a brand of giving that demanded no return for himself.... Then, very 

dangerously, he touched upon the subject of prayer and God. He frankly said he expected me to balk at 

these notions
8
 

Then Thatcher told Wilson that when he had prayed God released him from 

the desire to drink and filled him with “peace of mind and happiness of a kind 

he had not known for years.9 Thatcher had joined the Oxford Group, a popular 

religious movement of the day.10 

Wilson was uncomfortable with Thatcher’s testimony. Yet he desired 

Thatcher’s freedom from alcohol. Thus he accompanied Thatcher to a rescue 

meeting and was moved by the testimonials. He says: 

There were hymns and prayers. Tex, the leader, exhorted us. Only Jesus could save, he said. Certain men 

got up and made testimonials. Numb as I was, I felt interest and excitement rising. Then came the call. 
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Penitents started marching forward to the rail. Unaccountably impelled, I started, too.... Soon, I knelt 

among the sweating, stinking penitents.
11

 

Wilson excitedly started speaking and giving some kind of testimony. 

Thatcher thought Wilson had given his life to God, but another person saw things 

quite differently—that others had tried to restrain Wilson, but that he had insisted 

on interrupting the meeting. Rather than giving his life to God, Wilson had told 

about Thatcher getting help at the mission. At the end of the meeting Wilson 

agreed to return to Towns Hospital. Several from the Oxford Group said they 

would meet with him there. But instead of going to the hospital right away, 

Wilson drank for several more days until he reached a point of great agony and 

hopelessness (the full intensity of Step One). He then returned to the hospital for 

detoxification.12 

05.1 Religious Roots of AA 

Wilson’s religious experience occurred at the hospital. He deeply desired the 

sobriety his friend from the Oxford Group had, but Wilson still “gagged badly on 

the notion of a Power greater than myself.” Up to the last moment Wilson 

resisted the idea of God. Nevertheless, at this extreme point of agony, alone in 

his room, he cried out, “If there is a God, let Him show Himself! I am ready to do 

anything, anything!”13 

Because Wilson believed he was helplessly afflicted by a dread disease, he 

cried out to God as a helpless victim, not a sinner. He had already been 

absolved from guilt through Silkworth’s allergy theory. Therefore he approached 

God from the helpless but righteous stance of a victim, suffering the agony of his 

affliction, and commanded God to show Himself. 

Here is Wilson’s description of his experience: 

Suddenly, my room blazed with an indescribably white light. I was seized with an ecstasy beyond 

description. Every joy I had known was pale by comparison. The light, the ecstasy—I was conscious of 

nothing else for a time.
14

 

He saw an internal vision of a mountain with a clean wind blowing through 

him. He sensed a great peace and was “acutely conscious of a Presence which 

seemed like a veritable sea of living spirit.” He saw this as “shores of a new 

world” and concluded that “This must be the great reality. The God of the 

preachers.”15 He said: 
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For the first time, I felt that I really belonged. I knew that I was loved and could love in return. I thanked 

my God, who had given me a glimpse of His absolute self. Even though a pilgrim upon an uncertain 

highway, I need be concerned no more, for I had glimpsed the great beyond.
16

 

The experience had a profound effect on Wilson. From that point on he 

believed in the existence of God and he stopped drinking alcohol. 

While this experience included God as Bill Wilson understood Him, there is no 

mention of faith in the substitutionary sacrifice of Jesus Christ and salvation from 

sin based upon Jesus’ death on the cross. Rather than attempting to understand 

his experience in the light of the Bible, Wilson turned to William James’s book The 

Varieties of Religious Experience, which had been recommended by a member 

of the Oxford Group.17 

Philosopher-psychologist William James (1842-1910) was intrigued with 

mystical, existential experiences people reported to him. He contended that 

such experiences were superior to any religious doctrine.18 James did not care 

about the religious persuasion of mystics as long as they achieved a personal 

experience. He was fascinated by what people experienced through mysticism. 

He says: 

In mystic states we both become one with the Absolute and we become aware of our oneness. This is the 

everlasting and triumphant mystical tradition, hardly altered by differences of clime or creed. In Hinduism, 

in Neoplatonism, in Sufism, in Christian mysticism, in Whitmanism, we find the same recurring note, so 

that there is about mystical utterances an eternal unanimity....
19

 (Emphasis added.) 

It is easy to see how such a description fit Bill Wilson’s experience. Besides the 

description itself being similar, Wilson found that he could relate to James’ case 

histories. The mystical experiences reported by James also followed calamity, 

admission of defeat, and “an appeal to a Higher Power.”20 

The official AA biography of Wilson says: 

James gave Bill the material he needed to understand what had just happened to him—and gave it to him in 

a way that was acceptable to Bill. Bill Wilson, the alcoholic, now had his spiritual experience ratified by a 

Harvard professor, called by some the father of American psychology!
21

 (Emphasis in original.) 

Most people assume that the founders of Alcoholics’ Anonymous were 

Christians. In fact, the Christian authors of Love Is a Choice make this naive 

assumption: 
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Although the first AA workers themselves knew God intimately, they felt that in some way they had to 

sidestep this bitterness [of other alcoholics] toward God by using the phrase “God as I understand him” in 

their now-famous twelve steps.
22

  

Unless they are speaking of some anonymous workers other than Wilson and 

Smith, they are wrong. Where is a confession of faith in Jesus Christ as exclusive 

Savior and Lord? One wonders how anyone who knows God intimately would 

not identify who He is. The apostle Paul declared: 

For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ: for it is the power of God unto salvation 

to every one that believeth; to the Jew first, and also to the Greek. For therein is the 

righteousness of God revealed from faith to faith: as it is written, the just shall live by 

faith. (Romans 1:16-17.) 

Surely Paul spoke with many people who were antagonistic toward God. 

On one hand there is some basis for assuming that Wilson was a Christian 

because of his general references to God, prayer, and morality, and because 

he and Bob Smith had both attended meetings of the Oxford Group which 

claimed to be like the early church. However, Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior is 

absent from Wilson’s spiritual experience. There is no mention of Jesus Christ 

providing the only way of salvation through paying the price for Bill Wilson’s sin. 

Wilson’s faith system was not based on Jesus Christ and Him crucified. Nor is 

there any mention of Jesus Christ being Lord of his life. 

05.2 Influence of the Oxford Group 

05.1 Discussion Questions 

 

1. Does categorizing alcoholism as a disease do more harm than good?  

Explain. 
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