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11 RELIGIONS OF RECOVERY 

11.4 The Babel of Psychological Messages 

The Twelve-Step message is a mixed psycho-religious message. It consists of 

varieties of religious experience, varieties of values and ethical principles, and 

varieties of psychological theories all wrapped together in a disease package. 

Wilson read psychologist William James book Varieties of Religious Experience to 

understand his own spiritual experience and then he continued to attempt to 

understand himself through varieties of psychological theories. 

After a speaking tour from October 1943 to January 1944, Wilson 

experienced deep depression. In fact, he battled depression for the next eleven 

years. In 1944 he began to see a psychiatrist. His biographer says, “Psychiatric 

treatment was just one of the many routes that Bill would investigate in an 

attempt to understand and heal himself of the negativity that was making his life 

such an intolerable burden.”1 

In a letter to a friend, Wilson wrote: 

I had some psychiatric attention years ago. That helped a good deal in my understanding, but I didn’t find it 

especially curative. It took down my fear of these conditions, but the effect was not positive enough to fully 

overcome them.
2
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In spite of not finding any real help for his depression through psychological 

therapy, Wilson nevertheless picked up psychological jargon and notions and 

incorporated them into some of his writing.3 In his essay about Step Twelve, 

Wilson identifies the problem with alcoholics as being “deep-lying inferiorities.” 

Whether he realized it or not, he was promoting Alfred Adler’s theory of 

inferiority-superiority. Wilson says: 

We have seen that we were prodded by unreasonable fears or anxieties into making a life business of 

winning fame, money, and what we thought was leadership. So false pride became the reverse side of that 

ruinous coin marked “Fear.” We simply had to be number one people to cover up our deep-lying 

inferiorities.
4
 

Was it “false pride”? Or was it the sin of pride that God hates? Is having to be 

better than others (“number one people”) over-compensation or egotistical 

pride? The answer depends on whether one evaluates behavior according to a 

pet psychological theory or according to the Bible. It all depends on whether 

one has a psychological mind-set or a biblical mind-set. 

Now that psychological therapists with great varieties of psychological 

theories are cashing in on the ever-growing popularity of the recovery 

movement, the literature is strewn with contradictory theories and techniques. 

However, in her book Co-Dependence Misunderstood-Mistreated, Dr. Anne 

Wilson Schaef declares that “traditional mental health techniques and theories 

have been singularly unsuccessful in the treatment of addictions.”5 She 

continues: 

Even so, many mental health professionals continue to receive exorbitant fees and schedule endless hours 

with persons who are making little or no progress. Through this process, the mental health professional 

exhibits one of the major characteristics of co-dependence itself—denial.
6
 

Not only are the old stand-by theories and techniques being adjusted and 

misapplied, but new ones are being created. Schaef says: 

But because the treatment of addictions now involves money and prestige, traditional professionals believe 

that it should be within their domain, and so they are generating theories and techniques consistent with a 

mental health perspective.
7
 

Nevertheless, what we have seen is the same old theories simply applied to 

addictions and codependence in both the secular and Christian market. But, in 

addition, “Christian psychologists” are dispensing the AA religion. 

And the market continues to expand. Everybody seems to have an 

addiction/codependence “illness,” including the therapists. Even though Schaef 
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is a therapist herself she contends that “most mental health professionals are 

untreated co-dependents who are actively practicing their disease in their work 

in a way that helps neither them nor their clients.”8 In fact she refers to herself as 

“a recovering therapist.”9 Therefore the message, whatever Twelve-Step mixture 

one comes up with, is for all.  

11.5 The Message of Self 

The Co-dependents Anonymous Step Twelve reads: “Having had a spiritual 

awakening as the result of these steps, we tried to carry this message to other 

co-dependents, and to practice these principles in all our affairs.”10 And what is 

the message to the so-called codependents of the world? It is the message of 

self. Beattie says: 

It is a message of self-love, self-nurturing, paying attention to our own issues, and taking responsibility for 

ourselves, whether that means addressing our own behaviors or owning our power to take care of ourselves. 

. . . 

Our message is that we are lovable and deserving people, and we need to begin loving ourselves.
11

 
(Emphasis added.) 

This is not only Beattie’s theme. It is a major theme of all of the 

codependency/recovery literature and it comes from humanistic psychology. It 

is a gospel of self-love, self-acceptance, and self-nurturing that was formulated 

by such humanistic psychologists as Alfred Adler, Abraham Maslow, and Carl 

Rogers. It follows the lie that I must first love myself before I can love others. It 

assumes that people (and particularly codependents) do not love themselves. 

By now it should be clear that people do, in fact, love themselves. The answer 

does not come from more self-love, self-worth, or self-esteem. The answer to the 

problems of sinful habits, sinful “addictions” and sinful relationships is Jesus Christ 

and Him crucified. The answer lies in God’s love, not divorced from His truth. 

Truly we are living in the days spoken of by Paul: 

For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine, but after their own 

lusts, shall they heap to themselves teachers, having itching ears; And they shall turn away 

their ears from the truth, and shall be turned unto fables (2 Timothy 4:3-4). 

Indeed, many have turned away from sound doctrine and rejected the God 

of the Bible. By creating gods of their own understanding, they have followed 

the fables of Freud (unconscious drives, denial, and repression), Adler (innate 

goodness, early childhood recollection, striving for self-worth, inferiority-

superiority), Fromm (unconditional love), Maslow (hierarchy of needs, such as 

self-esteem and self-actualization), Rogers (unconditional acceptance) and 
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other psychological theorists. They have believed in the religions of recovery 

whereby original sin is recast into “disease” and habitual sins are “shortcomings”, 

“character defects,” or “addictions.” 

The religion of recovery is truly a model of transpersonal psychology which 

seeks to combine the psychological with the spiritual. And, it is the most popular 

among other New Age religions. A follower of the religion of recovery is free to 

believe in any god of his own understanding, making, and choosing, as long as 

he does not impose the doctrines of his god on others. And, just as sobriety is the 

goal of AA, personal happiness is the goal of the codependents. The road to 

“recovery” is the “self-salvation” of the “inner child,” who has suffered as a 

“victim” of the abusive life-style of another person, and the way is through the 

“self-care” of “feeling your own feelings” and “having a love affair with 

yourself.” 

11.6 Twelve-Step Communities 

11.4 Discussion Questions 

 

1. Did Wilson find the help he sought for his depression through 

psychological therapy? 

2. Do therapists themselves claim their addiction programs are unsuccessful? 

 


