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11 RELIGIONS OF RECOVERY 

11.6 Twelve-Step Communities 

Perhaps one of the strongest features of Alcoholics Anonymous, Al-Anon, Co-

Dependents Anonymous, Adult Children of Alcoholics, and the myriad of other 

Twelve-Step groups is their atmosphere of community. In fact, a number of 

writers suggest that such groups meet a profound desire for acceptance and 

community. An article in Alcoholism about the founders of AA says: 

When two or three alcoholics came together as a group to help one another, the group itself became a 

higher power than the individual. For those who could not accept religious dogma, as such, the group 

served as their “higher power.” They were able to stay sober by virtue of belonging to the group and 

believing in the power of community with other alcoholics to maintain their sobriety.
1
 

Members of such a group are not isolated in their problems but are joined 

together in community with others with like problems. 

Many segments of our population have lost a sense of community. Certain 

strains of habitual sin isolate individuals, but here those very sins become the 

basis for fellowship. In fact, the only requirement for full acceptance into the 

community of recovery is to say, “I am John. I’m an alcoholic” (or “recovering 

alcoholic”), or “I am Jane. I’m a recovering codependent” (or recovering 

whatever). Fellowship, unity, and community are based on common 

“addictions.” 
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There are so many meetings that a person can attend a meeting nearly 

every day of the week. And, the more addictive “diseases” one has, the greater 

the opportunities for belonging. For instance, Melodie Beattie can belong to at 

least two communities, as a recovering alcoholic and a recovering 

codependent. Anne Wilson Schaef calls herself a “recovering therapist,” but she 

now has joined the ranks of recovery from “romance addictions.”2 Even rape is 

a ticket to belonging to groups for “recovering sex addicts.” 

Not only do recovering addicts belong to a community; they feel totally 

accepted. There are two bases for this acceptance: 1) The others in the group 

are afflicted with the same “disease.” They can honestly say those “essential five 

words”: “I know how you feel.” 2) They are accepting of any person or behavior 

(unless, of course, it is criticism of the group or anyone in the group). They 

attempt to express what Carl Rogers called “unconditional positive regard.” As 

in the old Oxford Group “house parties,” people can tell their sordid stories 

without the group responding with lifted eyebrows or criticism. They find their 

relief from telling their own stories and being accepted and understood and 

they find their strength from hearing the stories from one another. People never 

seemed to weary of hearing Bill Wilson’s story, which became affectionately 

known as his “bedtime story.” 

The sense of community and belonging is so appealing that great numbers 

of people will remain in recovery for a long time just to continue to be part of 

the group. In fact, some observers are concerned with the groups becoming 

replacement addictions—that people shift their dependency to the group.3 

Rather than being “codependent” in family relationships, a person becomes 

dependent on the group. Indeed, many become extremely dependent upon 

the group for their sobriety, for their sense of belonging, and for their continued 

recovery. For some, the Twelve-Step group is more important than family, friends, 

or church. In fact, it is the new family for Adult Children and other 

codependents who are “reparenting” themselves. 

Members of Twelve-Step groups have expressed criticism against churches 

for not providing the same kind of accepting and supportive atmosphere. The 

error is probably on both sides. People may expect a church to accept them 

without reservation and without confronting their sin. And members of churches 

may forget that we would all stand guilty before God if He had not provided a 

propitiation for our sins. There is no excuse for haughtiness or pride. However, 

there is a place for believers to confront one another in love and to speak the 

truth in love. 

Brethren, if a man be overtaken in a fault, ye which are spiritual, restore such an one in 

the spirit of meekness; considering thyself, lest thou also be tempted. Bear ye one another’s 

burdens, and so fulfil the law of Christ. (Galatians 6:1-2.) 
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 What are the strengths and weaknesses of “unconditional positive regard?” 



Such confrontation is motivated by love and is for the purpose of restoration.4 

Jesus calls us into community based upon our relationship with Him. It is not a 

community based upon habitual sins, but upon love for God and for each other. 

And it is fellowship based upon truth. John says: 

But if we walk in the light, as He is in the light, we have fellowship one with another, and 

the blood of Jesus Christ His Son cleanseth from all sin. (1 John 1:7.)  

Notice the importance of the light and the blood of Jesus. In fact, the 

fellowship is so closely related to Jesus that it is referred to as the Body of Christ. 

When local churches lose sight of the centrality of Christ and the essence of the 

fellowship of believers, they will fail to be life-giving in their evangelism and life-

sustaining in their discipleship. Furthermore, they may fall prey to other programs 

and become enveloped by Twelve-Step religions and communities.5 

11.7 Recovery or Revival? 

11. Discussion Questions 

 

1. What are the strengths and weaknesses of “unconditional positive 

regard?” 

2. What happens when churches lose sight of the centrality of Christ and the 

essence of the fellowship of believers? 

3. What helps restoration take place? 
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 What helps restoration take place? 
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 What happens when churches lose sight of the centrality of Christ and the essence of the fellowship of 

believers? 


