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06 TWELVE-STEP IDOLATRY 

06.5 The Codependent and Step Three 

Codependency/recovery Twelve-Step programs also deny being religious, 

but they are religious in the same way as their model, Alcoholics Anonymous. 

Veronica Ray, author of Design for Growth: A Twelve-Step Program for Adult 

Children, even denies that such programs are moral. She says: 

It’s a spiritual program, not a moral one. Spirituality can be defined as our relationship with our Higher 

Power. Morality, which is a specific code of moral rules and conduct, has nothing to do with the Twelve 

Step program.
1
 (Emphasis hers.) 

Even when a person reduces the morality to a permissive legalism it is still 

morality. People are still telling other people what to do and what not to do. For 

instance, Melody Beattie says: 

If we absolutely can’t feel good about something we’re doing, then we shouldn’t do it—no matter how 

charitable it seems.
2
 

Self-serving ethics are still a form of morality. 

The movement takes the AA Step Three and makes it available for nearly 

every problem relationship that could possibly exist. Therefore, virtually all are 
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called to turn their lives over to a nebulous higher power, a chameleon god that 

fits anyone’s understanding or definition of deity. As Elizabeth Kristol notes, 

“There isn’t a camel alive that couldn’t get through the eye of this needle. The 

Higher Power is always in a good mood.”3  However, by changing one word, 

Codependents Anonymous goes one step further. The group has changed Step 

Three to say: “Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of 

God as we understood God.” The masculine pronoun “Him” at the end of the 

statement is thus eliminated. 

Wilson’s understanding of God was evidently masculine, but since most 

codependents are women, they do not want to limit their range of possibilities. 

Indeed, with the explosion of goddess worship, there is a desire to keep the door 

as wide open as possible. Furthermore, if one’s highest sense of good is god, 

then god might be “it.” Or if one’s highest sense of self is god and self happens 

to be feminine, the masculine pronoun “Him” just won’t work. 

Beattie discusses what it means for a “recovering codependent” to turn her 

will over to God. She says: 

We do not have to look around us too long or too hard to find God’s will for us and our lives today. It is not 

hidden from the eye. God’s plan for us today is taking care of ourselves the way we want and choose, 

within the framework of what’s happening in our lives today.
4
 (Emphasis added.) 

Isn’t that convenient! Beattie’s understanding of God’s will is identical with 

her own. When one turns one’s life over to a god of one’s own understanding 

(subjectively created in the mind), it is easy to create the character, words, and 

actions of that god (always affirming the person, no matter what). And it is easy 

to discover the will of that god. 

There’s no need to study the Bible to find out the will of Beattie’s god.5 Notice 

that she can decide moment by moment what “God’s will” is, since it is only 

“within the framework of what’s happening in our lives today.” This is even 

farther off the mark than situation ethics. “God’s will” is whatever Beattie wants it 

to be at the moment and is limited by no standard beyond what she thinks is 

best for her. While she may use a smattering of the Bible and lots of God-talk, 

Beattie offers no body of truth from which a “recovering codependent” is to 

discover God’s will. 

And how does Beattie find “God’s will”? She says: 

Usually we find God’s will by becoming quiet, trusting God, and listening to 

and trusting ourselves.6 (Emphasis added.) 
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What a wonderful boost to enhancing one’s own ego! Just give self-will the 

stamp of “God’s will” and one can do just about anything and feel righteous 

and justified. This method reflects the Oxford Group manner of obtaining 

guidance. 

“Taking care of ourselves” is the theme of Beattie’s books. Even her discussion 

of gratitude is self-serving.7 We would not argue with the importance of 

gratitude. After all that God has done for us day by day and especially through 

His Only Begotten Son, Christians should be thanking Him all day long. But, focus 

is to be on Him, because of what He has done. 

For Beattie, gratitude is a technique to “make things work out well” and to 

“make us feel better while stressful things are happening.” She says:  

Gratitude can help bring us to a point of surrender. It can change the energy in us and our environment. 

Gratitude diminishes the power of the problem and empowers the solution.... It breeds acceptance, the 

magic that helps us and our circumstances change.
8
 

There is no hint that God deserves to be thanked, no hint of gratitude being a 

way to express our love for God. That’s because a god created in the mind 

exists for the benefit of the human god-maker. 

Even the so-called Christian books on codependency/ recovery echo the 

theme of self. In their discussion of Step Three, the Christian authors of Serenity 

simply replace one form of self-centeredness with another. Because of their 

commitment to humanistic need psychology, they say: 

Breaking out of bondage of self does not mean we ignore or deny our needs. In fact, quite the reverse is 

true. If we can discover healthy, God-directed ways to meet our emotional and physical needs, then we 

become less needy, less selfish, less self-preoccupied individuals. This is another recovery paradox. 

Discovering what our needs are and asking to have those needs met may be one of the most unselfish things 

we do.... Addictions, compulsions, and codependencies are counterfeit means of trying to meet our most 

basic physical, emotional, and spiritual hungers.
9
 

These so-called emotional needs come from Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, 

such as the need for self-worth, self-love, and self-esteem. There is little 

distinction made between needs, desires, wants, and lusts. 

In his description of unbelievers Paul says: 

Wherein in time past ye walked according to the course of this world, according to the 

prince of the power of the air, the spirit that now worketh in the children of disobedience: 

Among whom also we all had our conversation in times past in the lusts of our flesh, fulfilling 

the desires of the flesh and of the mind; and were by nature the children of wrath, even as 

others. (Ephesians 2:2-3.) 
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God’s remedy was not to supply the “desires of the flesh and of the mind.” 

His plan was to give new life. That meant doing away with the old. Rather than 

meeting the “needs” of the old man, He made us new. Thus Paul urged 

believers to “walk not as other Gentiles walk, in the vanity of their mind” 

(Ephesians 4:17). He said: 

But ye have not so learned Christ; If so be that ye have heard him, and have been 

taught by him, as the truth is in Jesus: That ye put off concerning the former conversation 

the old man, which is corrupt according to the deceitful lusts; And be renewed in the spirit 

of your mind; And that ye put on the new man, which after God is created in righteousness 

and true holiness. (Ephesians 4:20-24.) 

Desire for self-worth, self-esteem, self-love, self-significance and self-

acceptance belong to the old man. Christians are to put off the old and “put 

on the new man, which after God is created in righteousness and true holiness.” 

For nearly 2000 years Christians have surrendered their lives to God for His 

plans and purposes, rather than for self-advantage. Paul describes what that 

entailed in his own life: 

Of the Jews five times received I forty stripes save one. Thrice was I beaten with 

rods, once was I stoned, thrice I suffered shipwreck, a night and a day I have been in the 

deep; in journeyings often, in perils of waters, in perils of robbers, in perils by mine own 

countrymen, in perils by the heathen, in perils in the city, in perils in the wilderness, in perils 

in the sea, in perils among false brethren; in weariness and painfulness, in watchings often, 

in hunger and thirst, in fastings often, in cold and nakedness. Beside those things that are 

without, that which cometh upon me daily, the care of all the churches. (2 Corinthians 11:24-

28.)  

Paul had a vision greater than taking care of himself. Jesus also came to 

serve others rather than himself. Jesus certainly could have turned the stones 

into bread.  

Matthew 4:1-2 Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted 

by the devil. 2 And after He had fasted forty days and forty nights, He then became 

hungry. And the tempter came and said to Him, "If You are the Son of God, command that 

these stones become bread." 4 But He answered and said, "It is written, 'man shall not live 

on bread alone, but on every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God.'"  

He could have stepped down from the cross to save Himself, but He had a 

greater vision than taking care of Himself. He calls His followers to do likewise 

through His enabling. 

Contrarily, Beattie’s call to surrender is for self-empowerment. She says: 

Surrendering is how we become empowered to take care of ourselves. 

Turning our will and life over to the care of God takes the control of our life away from others. It also takes 

the control of others’ lives away from us. It sets us free to develop our own connection to our Source and to 



ourselves, a connection free of the demands, expectations, and plans of another person. It can even set us 

free from our own demands, expectations, and plans.
10

 

Again, taking care of self is foremost. Setting oneself free from “demands, 

expectations, and plans of another person” may sound like a good idea for a 

person who has been sinfully dominated. However, it gives license to excuse 

oneself from reasonable expectations and plans and legitimate obligations of 

relationship. There is also a strong possibility that the subtle demands, 

expectations, and plans of peers in a codependent support group will simply 

replace those of family and friends outside the group. 

Victory in codependency/recovery thus sounds like this: 

As I changed, all hell broke loose in my marriage ...My husband and I began to fight a lot. My changes 

threatened him. I kept getting better, but the healthier I got, the worse it got at home.... I consider filing for 

divorce a real triumph in my recovery.
11

 (Emphasis added.) 

06.6 Denying Self 

06.5 Discussion Questions 

 

1. Explain how these recovery programs were able to turn Christian 

principles like God first, others second, and self last upside down. 

2. Where can one find God's will for one's life? 

3. How can showing gratitude be self-serving? 
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